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ABSTRACT
FREEDOM TEACHERS: NORTHERN WHITE WOMEN TEACHING IN SOUTHERN
BLACK COMMUNITIES, 1860s AND 1960s
MAY 2001
JUDITH C. HUDSON, B.A., SPRINGFIELD COLLEGE
M.Ed., SPRINGFIELD COLLEGE
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Maurianne Adams

In the 1860s in the aftermath of the Civil War and in the 1960s during the Civil
Rights Movement, northern White teachers, mostly women, went South to teach in Black
communities. This study examines the experiences of White women teachers living and
teaching in southern Black communities during these two historic periods. Their stories
reveal their motivations to teach in the South as well as their reasons for becoming teachers.
The teachers in the 1960s cohort also identify the impact of their experience on their
teaching practice when they returned to the North.
For the 1860s, five lengthy, first-person accounts provided the lens through which
to view the experiences of White women teachers in the South. Secondary sources
supplemented first person accounts. For the 1960s, twelve teachers who taught in
Mississippi Freedom Schools during the tumultuous summer of 1964, volunteered to be
interviewed. A single template provided the framework to interrogate historical and living
witnesses, though there are obvious limitations to interrogating historical texts. Library
and archival resources provided the context for sponsoring organizations. In the 1860s,
White educators were leaders in the missionary societies which sponsored the teachers. In
the 1960s, Black leadership in the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee extended
the invitation for northern Whites to go to Mississippi.
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The findings reveal that experiences of cultural immersion in the South challenged
White teachers’ stereotypes of Black people, exposed the nature of racial and economic
oppression in the United States, and complicated the teachers’ understanding of themselves
as White people. Their experiences illustrate the importance of teachers’ extending
themselves beyond the classroom to meet students and families in their own communities.
The Freedom School teachers returned to the North with new pedagogical strategies, an
expanded knowledge base of Black history, and a deepened commitment to social justice in
schools and in the nation. Their stories provide inspiration and insight into cross-cultural,
interracial teaching that can inform today’s White teachers striving to develop an anti-racist
teaching practice.
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CHAPTER 1

FREEDOM TEACHERS

I need history to be of some use.

-Melanie Kaye-Kantrowitz

Overview of the Study
The focus of this dissertation grew out of the need today for White women teachers
to be better prepared to meet the demands of the teaching profession in which cross-cultural
and cross-racial contact is becoming the norm. The majority of K-12 teachers are White
women teaching an increasingly diverse population, and this pattern is likely to maintain
itself despite important but limited efforts to diversify the teaching force. What can White
women teachers of the 21st century leam from the past history of White women teaching in
cross-cultural, interracial settings? I see a need to share stories that support and give
complexity to the history of White women teachers who have taken stands for racial justice.
What expectations did they have? What challenges did they face? What bridges did they
build? What divides remained? How did their experiences influence their personal and
professional development? Did they intend to nudge this nation closer to our unrealized
vision of liberty and justice for all? Equitable schooling is central to this vision, and
teachers are central to its realization.
Given the changing demographics of the United States, understanding crosscultural and interracial dynamics in the classroom presents an even greater challenge than in
the past. With the projected minority majority of the United States, already evident in
California, Whites will face far more complex dynamics as the diversity within racial
groupings increases as well. For example, Black Americans as a group identifier used to
refer to African Americans. Presently, the identifier Black Americans could include many
others such as African immigrants from Africa or Europe, Haitian Americans or Jamaican
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Americans. Americans of Latino heritage are Mexican, Puerto Rican, or Cuban, and others
come from the many countries of Latin American. Recent Asian immigration patterns
reveal similar complexity, for Southeast Asians and Indians in significant numbers have
joined the Chinese, Japanese, Korean and Filipino immigrants from an earlier period, the
late 1800s and early 1900s. Regardless of geographic origin, one thread that runs through
the experiences of all these people of color in the Unites States is racism. Children of color
and their families encounter it in schools, where White teachers face their own challenges
responding to the needs of children of color within the historic context of long-established
patterns of racism in education and of White supremacy in the nation (Spring, 1996;
Weinberg, 1977; Takaki, 1990).
To help current teachers respond to the increasing racial and cultural diversity of
their students, special courses and/or goals have been infused into teacher training
*
programs. One goal is for teachers to know students better in order to build on what they
bring to the classroom (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Nieto, 1996; Delpit, 1995; Cummins,
1990). Accomplishing this goal, however, requires more than minimal cross-cultural
exposure through one academic course or through an occasional professional development
workshop. These approaches, while an important start, cannot begin to address the depth
of cultural and racial understanding that is needed. Learning more about others in a deeply
meaningful way happened for the teachers in this study by an immersion experience in the
culture and community of the students they taught. Their experiential learning profoundly
influenced them professionally and personally, and their teaching practice changed in
important ways.
Learning about others offers the opportunity to learn about oneself by comparing
and contrasting similarities and differences between cultural patterns and norms. Another
part of today’s challenge is for White teachers to understand their own cultural/racial
identity and its impact on their teaching in a society stratified by race, gender and class
(Cochran-Smith, 1995; Delpit,1995; Tatum, 1994; Freire, 1990). However, attending to
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cross-cultural and racial identity development of teachers is a long process especially as it
relates to improvement in instruction. For example, Christine Sleeter, a White leader in the
field of anti-racist multicultural teacher preparation concluded after a two-year professional
development program for experienced teachers that staff development programs are quite
limited “as a vehicle for institutional change directed toward racial, class and gender
equality” (1992, p. 202). While staff development programs should not be abandoned
because some change can occur (Sleeter, 1992; Nieto, 1996; Tatum, 1994; Howard,
1999), other experiences seem necessary to help teachers meet today’s challenges.
Purpose of the Study
Given the limitations of academic course work and professional development
programs designed for teachers to learn about others and themselves, I turned to history for
another approach to search for role models of White women teachers who previously
taught children of color. I thought history could be of some use, for historic role models
reveal in a less threatening way patterns of White women teachers that both inspire and help
us critique our current practice. Historic role models might also provide perspectives that
would challenge some of the blame that is being placed on today’s teachers for not
knowing what they have not been taught (Nieto, 1996; Howard, 1999; Tatum, 1994).
Finally, there is a history of anti-racist teacher activism that has not been fully explored
(Aptheker, 1993; Foner and Pacheco, 1984).
In my search for usable role models in teacher training, I turned to historical
moments when White women teachers had intentionally taught in cross-cultural interracial
settings. During my exploration, two historic periods emerged. After the Civil War,
approximately 7000 teachers went South to teach African Americans during
Reconstruction. 100 years later, in the summer of 1964, 1000 White people went to
Mississippi as part of the Civil Rights Movement, known as the second Reconstruction, to
mount voter registration drives, develop community centers, and teach in Freedom
Schools. Approximately 120 of these volunteers were educators, either undergraduate
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education majors or professional teachers. I was interested in a comparison of White
women teachers in both historic periods. Furthermore, I wanted to learn the extent to
which their experiences relate to the context and content of teachers’ work today.
For the first Reconstruction, there are limited written accounts by White women
teachers who went South. The second period of Reconstruction is rich with living
witnesses whose story of their involvement as teachers within the Civil Rights Movement
in the 1960s has not been told. Although partial written records from the first
Reconstruction are not symmetrical to live interviews which recapture teaching experiences
from 1964, we can still glean what the teachers’ experiences were like and what they
learned to determine what they could offer us today.
Two separate but interwoven subjects, one historical and the other educational,
intersect in this focus on White women teachers in two historic periods; therefore, there are
different audiences to satisfy. I kept focused on my main interest, to locate and learn from
the stories of White women teachers who taught children of color. Yet I faced the
historian’s challenge of remaining faithful to the nuances and the context of the stories as
they relate to White women, to African Americans and to national events. Though context
receives specific attention in both time periods, sometimes the goals of the historian and of
the educator are not compatible. For example, while I found the teacher stories I was
looking for, the picture created is only from the White teachers’ perspectives. Without the
voices of the African American students, the story is incomplete, for every teacher in
ordinary circumstances knows that what is taught and what is caught may be quite
different. Since the stories I found are located in extraordinary circumstances, this gap may
be even wider given that the teachers in both historic periods were totally unprepared for
the settings they entered. In addition, for the first Reconstruction I did not attempt to find
student perspectives about their school experiences, and I have not found any systematic
documentation of Freedom School students’ perspectives for the second Reconstruction.
When this information becomes available through someone else’s research, the stories of
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teachers presented here will be useful to compare and contrast student and teacher
interpretations of the same event. What follows then is my best attempt to be true to
historical data, primarily written by White educators, while staying focused on my original
purpose of learning from White women teachers of the past.
After the Civil War throughout the South and 100 years later in the state of
Mississippi, organized efforts beckoned White teachers to join African Americans and help
fulfill a critical need for teachers and for witnesses to the events of the times which, while
separated by a century, bore remarkable similarity. Southern Blacks were emerging from
slavery in the 1860s and from Jim Crow in the 1960s. Poor physical conditions, serious
health concerns, disenfranchisement, threats and acts of violence and murder all were daily
fare for Black people. But though they suffered, Blacks also “rebelled, fought, loved and
died” for freedom (Walker, 1973). All too few Whites joined them in their efforts to make
democracy work. Some of these White people were teachers, and the majority of these
were women (Jones, 1992; Payne, 1995; Richardson, 1986).
Prior to conducting the research for this dissertation, I conducted a pilot search of
White abolitionist women. This search led me to information about four White women
teachers who took courageous stands to educate African Americans before the Civil War
when it was against the laws and social norms to do so. This information about White
women teachers before the Civil War is interesting because there are so few of them, yet
they serve as cornerstones to the history of the White women teachers who followed in
their footsteps to educate Black people after the War. Briefly, this information from before
the Civil War is as follows.
In 1830 Laura Haviland opened a school for Black and White children in Raisin,
Michigan. Her school operated for many years even though Haviland had to combat much
prejudice towards her integrated and coeducational classes as well as threats to her well
being for assisting fugitive slaves. About the same time Haviland started the Raisin
Institute, Prudence Crandall accepted one Black girl into her school in Connecticut, which
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she had founded in 1831. In response to the local protest against her integrated classroom,
Crandall decided to admit only Black girls to her school. When she took this stand, she
had the support of White abolitionists and the Black communities from which her students
came. Local people, however, remained hostile. Her school was set on fire and she was
put on trial three times; her school folded in 1834. The legal argument in Crandall’s case
would later become the basis for the 14th amendment (Weinberg, interview 1999). In
1886, the Connecticut state legislature passed a bill to grant Prudence Crandall a pension
“to restore her good name,” to compensate her for the destruction of her property and her
livelihood.
In Virginia in 1852, Margaret Douglass expanded her Sunday school for Black
children to regular weekday classes to teach Black children to read the Bible. Douglass
was put on trial and jailed. A year earlier in 1851 Myrtilla Miner founded The Normal
School for Colored Girls in Washington D.C. The school became a Black teachers college
in 1929. In 1955 Miner’s Teachers College merged with Wilson Teachers College which
currently is the District of Columbia Teachers College. Today the original building of
Miner’s school is a cultural center on the Howard University campus, and there is also a
Miner Elementary School in the District.

Though Miner’s school was set on fire and she

had to defend herself with a gun, clearly she prevailed, and her school became known for
the exemplary performance of the students.
These four ante-bellum stories of White women acting independently to educate
Black children in both the North and the South provide an interesting backdrop to the
accounts of White women teachers following the Civil War. During the first
Reconstruction and 100 years later during Civil Rights movement, also known as the
second Reconstruction, White women teachers in much larger numbers contributed to the
education of Black men, women and children in the South. In each of these historic
periods, the northern White women teachers had the help of sponsoring organizations that
paved the way to go South.
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Through the sponsorship of the American Missionary Association, the Freedman’s
Bureau, and other religious and benevolent associations, White women teachers made their
way first to the South Sea Islands in 1862, and their presence spread throughout the South
following the War. Their stories are perhaps best known to teacher educators through a
chapter in Nancy Hoffman’s Woman’s “True” Profession: Voices from the History of
Teaching (1981). The involvement of northern teachers in the first Reconstruction led me
to the Freedom School teachers who went to Mississippi 100 years later. Both groups of
teachers lived among the African Americans whom they taught. While their narratives are
rooted in different historical events, their involvement in the communities where they taught
profoundly shaped their experiences. Embedded in their similarities and differences may
be critical lessons for today’s White women teachers facing the similar challenge of
teaching across racial and cultural divides, a phenomenon not only in the South but
throughout the nation.
In addition to these two historical contexts, the educational context in which the
teachers worked is important to understand, for teachers did not operate on their own in
either period (nor do they do so today). The role of sponsoring organizations therefore
must be noted in this study, for their philosophical and political ideologies created the
context which brought together education and activism in each historic period. During the
1860s, many of the northern White teachers who went South were affiliated with the
American Missionary Association (AMA), a White male dominated northern Protestant
organization which organized and built schools for the freed men, women and children
with the support of the Freedmen’s Bureau. The AMA had its organizational roots in the
abolitionist movement, for it began in 1839 as a committee to free the captives of the
Amistad. From this narrower focus, the Amistad Committee merged with two other
missionary associations in 1846 to urge missionaries to take a stronger abolitionist stance.
By 1861, the AMA was well positioned to take on the cause of the freedmen in the South.
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In the 1960s, the idea for Freedom Schools grew within the Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee (SNCC), a radical secular student activist group led by young
Black men and women of the South. SNCC invited White Northerners to go to
Mississippi for the summer of 1964 to focus the nation’s attention on the systemic brutality
perpetrated against Black people by state officials, White Citizens Councils, and individual
Whites. White northerner volunteers would aid in voter registration drives, help develop
community centers and teach in the Freedom Schools to prepare future Black leaders for the
movement. The design and direction of the Freedom Schools were largely in the hands of
Black activists. The volunteer teachers were mostly White.
The interviews of these teachers as well as the written narratives of teachers from
the first Reconstruction are presented against the backdrop of organizational affiliations that
sometimes intersect with teachers’ personal worldviews and sometimes diverge from them.
Three concentric circles capture the various levels of exploration: individual teacher
narratives, sponsoring organizations, and national events. Put these three concentric circles
in motion, as in a kaleidoscope, and they are in a dynamic and changing relationship which
reflects the complexity of this individual, organizational, and national history, for the
teachers’ narratives evolved in relation to local happenings where they taught in the South
and national events that often intersected with the local scene.
I want to add a note of caution when interpreting the history of these several
generations of White women teachers involved in the education of Black people. It is
important to acknowledge the many efforts of Black people themselves to build and
promote an educational infrastructure in their communities against all odds. They were
doubly taxed and received meager public funds to support their schools. Black schools
were set on fire and Whites undermined Black leadership. Yet Black people continued to
make tremendous sacrifices to learn and teach. The larger picture of Black education is
beyond the scope of this study, but Black educational leadership in both periods was more
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significant than the influence of Whites who have received most of the attention (Anderson,
1988; Forman, 1985).
Research Questions
My first task was to identify who the teachers were who went South during these
two time periods and what organizations sponsored them. I intentionally focused on a
limited number of teachers in each period to probe for depth in understanding their
experiences. I started with three basic questions: 1) Why did the teachers choose to go
South to educate African Americans? 2) What did they learn from their teaching
experiences? 3) What can teachers today leam from these historically situated examples of
cross-cultural interracial teaching and learning?
These questions provide the overarching structure for the interviews of the 1960s
teachers and will also serve as a template to examine the narratives of the four teachers from
the Reconstruction period and the results of the Jones’ study on the teachers who went to
Georgia.
Relevance of the Study
This study has relevance for its portrayal of teachers within each historic context
and for a comparison and contrast of teachers’ experiences between two historic periods.
The study also has relevance today in four traditional educational arenas: the teaching
force, anti-racist multicultural educational reform, curriculum, and pedagogy.
Historic Role Models for Today’s Teachers. White role models are important in
anti-racist teacher development, for we can leam from their accomplishments and
challenges. Historic role models can also provide us with a model for teachers’ identity
development. In current teacher training for a multicultural society, White teachers are
being challenged to understand their own racial/cultural identity, its manifestations in the
classroom - both positive and negative - and their motivation to teach (Sleeter, 1996;
Nieto, 1996; Tatum, 1994; Cochran-Smith, 1995; Howard, 1999). Tatum (1994)
encourages White teachers to develop the identity of an ally in challenging racism in
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schools. While she offers suggestions of White women role models, none of them are
teachers. Janet Helms also notes the importance of White role models for Whites in the
fifth stage of her White racial identity development theory, the emersion/immersion stage.
She notes that a White person, attempting to redefine their White identity from a positive,
anti-racist stance, “will immerse herself or himself in biographies and autobiographies of
Whites who have made similar identity journeys” (1993, p. 62). However, naming
specific White role models is not part of her psychological theory. One purpose of this
study is to fill in these gaps, especially for teachers. It is helpful to know others have gone
before and navigated the discoveries and consequences of committing to anti-racism, and it
is important to learn from them.
Anti-Racist Multicultural Education Reform. The second point of relevance is about
the principles of practice teachers adopt and eventually internalize as their teaching and
learning evolves. Though contemporary classrooms are not surrounded by White violence
as in Reconstruction and during the civil rights movement in Mississippi in 1964, racial
injustice is still entrenched in educational policies and practices of schools (Niteo, 1996;
Banks and Banks, 1997). While the issues of the 1960s have clearly not been resolved
either in Mississippi or the nation, a movement of educators has emerged, much like the
development of the Freedom Schools, to challenge racism and other forms of
discrimination in education. Beginning in the 1970s and on a larger scale in the teacher
education literature of the 1980s and 1990s, anti-racist multicultural educators have
organized to challenge racism in schools specifically.
James Banks is one of the key educational activists in the multicultural education
movement. His work grew out of the earlier period of Black Ethnic Studies forged by
Woodson and DuBois and later advanced by the events of the Civil Rights Movement
(Banks, 1996). In 1969 he published an analysis of Black Americans in textbooks. He
then wrote a history of Black Americans (Banks, 1970), and subsequently broadened his
approach to ethnic studies (Banks, 1973), multiethnic education (Banks, 1981, 1991 &
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1994), and multicultural education (Banks, 1995) which he defines to include an analysis
of oppression based on race, gender, class, language, culture and exceptionality. He
contends,
Multicultural education grew out of the ferment of the civil rights
movement of the 1960s... The consequences of the civil rights
movement had a significant influence on educational institutions as
ethnic groups - first African Americans and then other groups —
demanded that the schools and other educational institutions reform
their curricula so that they would reflect their experiences, histories,
cultures, and perspectives (Banks & Banks, 1999, p. 5).
While it is hard to determine if the Freedom Schools directly influenced the
development of ethnic studies in the 1970s, these schools certainly reflected the tenets of
the Civil Rights Movement. Moreover, the philosophy and goals of the Freedom Schools
correspond to several important principles of anti-racist multicultural education today. In
the numbered items that follow, I am juxtaposing current multicultural principles of practice
and corresponding Freedom School tenets:
1) Teachers need to relate learning to students’ lives (Banks, 1999; Nieto, 1996; LadsonBillings, 1995; Delpit, 1995)
The curriculum of the Freedom Schools was grounded in the
realities of the students’ lives in terms of their need to pass the voter
registration requirements, address local problems and know their
own history. Charles Cobb originally conceived of the schools as a
chance for dialogue. The overall theme of the school would be “the
students as a force for social change in the state” and “to get the
students to articulate their own desires, demands and questions”
(Cobb, 1991, p. 40).
2) Teachers need to develop multiple strategies to engage a diverse population of learners
(Banks, 1999; Nieto, 1996; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Shor, 1992).
Freedom School teachers had to teach in a way they had not been
taught, for in Mississippi Black students had suffered from
oppressive educational practices.
Much of what we know about teaching must be unlearned or
relearned here.. .The standard academic approach has not worked
at all well. In a conventional school system, such a diagnosis
would have put teacher and student in conflict. But In Mississippi,
it led the volunteers to realize that if their students were given an
active role in class, energies were released that had been bottled up
by years of Mississippi schooling (Mills, 1991, p. 25).
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3) Students need to find themselves reflected positively in the curriculum (Nieto, 1996;
Banks, 1991).

The key to the Freedom Schools was the awareness that the
students brought with them valuable knowledge and experiences;
the culture of black Mississippians was important and must be
preserved (Dittmer, 1994, p. 258).
African American history and preparation for citizenship were the
organizing themes of the Freedom School curriculum.. .One goal
was to preserve Black culture and think critically about white
cultural values (Carson, 1995, p. 120).
Three central questions focused the content of the Freedom School
curriculum:
1. What does the majority culture have that we want?
2. What does the majority culture have that we don’t want?
3. What do we have that we want to keep? (Cobb, 1991)
Some students added an additional question: What do we have that
we don’t want to keep? (Lauter and Perlstein, 1991, p. 40)
4) Students need to understand the societal and structural forces working against them so
they will not internalize the failings of the system as personal failure (Banks, 1991;
Cummins, 1990; Delpit; 1995; Spener, 1990).
Teachers in the Freedom Schools were instructed to use questions
to get students to examine the power structures in their
communities.
5) Teachers need to become involved in their students’ communities (Delpit, 1998;
Ladson-Billings, 1996).
The Freedom School teachers lived with families in the communities
where they taught. While there is controversy about the overall
impact of the volunteers’ presence, the connection to the community
created strong bonds.
Later a number of black organizers would look back negatively on
their experiences with white volunteers. Many local black families,
on the other hand, maintained their friendships with the outsiders
who had lived with them during the summer, and these locals
greeted the young northerners enthusiastically when they returned to
visit over the years (Dittmer, 1994, p. 65).
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6) All students need to be educated to participate as citizens in the business of the nation
and the world (Banks, 1999; Nieto 1996).
Education in the Freedom Schools was focused on preparing for
citizenship as defined by gaining the right to vote and to participate
in the local, state and federal elections. High school students held a
Freedom School mock convention which coincided with the
convention of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party. The
students planned the convention, ran the convention and created a
political platform.
Given the similarities between the philosophy and goals of the Freedom Schools and the
anti-racist multicultural education movement, there appears to be value in examining the
Freedom School experiment in depth for its historical significance as well for its value to
today’s educational reform movements and the role of teachers in these movements. What
can we learn from the Freedom School teachers’ cross-cultural and interracial relationships
with students, with families, and with the community? What are the risks and rewards of
challenging the nation and our schools to live up to our democratic ideals?
Curriculum. The curriculum for Black education during Reconstruction focused
primarily on developing literacy among the majority of Black people who had previously
been denied basic education. In contrast, the Freedom Schools in 1964 were able to
assume a certain degree of literacy and could build on its basic foundation. Thus, a more
overt political agenda of preparing young Black students to be political activists was
possible. The curriculum with its goals of citizenship and empowerment of Black students
is a model which has sparked the interest of contemporary educators.
Charles Payne, a noted Black historian who wrote I’ve Got the Light of Freedom:
The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom Struggle (1995), is particularly

concerned about the needs of Black students today. He feels the Freedom School
curriculum is easily adaptable to the present time. The curriculum was designed to help
Mississippi Blacks withstand the assaults on their identity and livelihood by the oppressive
system of White supremacy and to demand their rights as equal citizens. Likewise, today
“inner city kids need to see the way the country attacks their self worth and the way they
attack each other.” In both past and present realities, Payne feels Black youth need self-
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confidence, pride and a sense of their own agency. He further emphasizes the similarities
between 1964 and today in terms of Black students needing to learn about Black history, to
understand issues of language and power, and to challenge “mindless materialism” - all
objectives in the Freedom School curriculum. Payne suggests adding units on mass media,
gender-based oppression and the links between sexism and racism. In a more general
sense, he laments the lack of political education and sees the Freedom School curriculum as
a way “to give people some comparable sense of their own potency and comparably clear
models for actualizing it... there is a need for social action... maybe it is more relevant
today” (1997, p. 15-17).
While Payne advocates that the Freedom School curriculum be used as a model to
meet the needs of Black students today, the structure of the Mississippi Freedom Schools is
already being applied in summer programs for Black youth. The teachers of these
contemporary summer Freedom Schools are called “servant leaders” and they come from
the Black Student Leadership Network (BSLN), and they join the Black Community
Crusade for Children (BCCC) of the Children’s Defense Fund (CDF). Like the Freedom
Schools in 1964, the BCCC Freedom Schools grew out of the organizing of Black college
students who, like their SNCC forebears, wanted to get involved politically with young
Black students.
Similar to the Mississippi Freedom Schools, the Freedom Schools of the 1990s
began when a few Black college students decided to engage with social issues and organize
for action. In 1992, 25 students at Shaw University in Raleigh, North Carolina formed a
student leadership group to study the history of the civil rights movement. They saw
Freedom Schools as a strategy to become involved with kids and direct action. Also in
1992, a CDF project in Mobile County, Alabama, brought together twenty college students
hired to play with children. Through these two groups, the CDF began to organize on a
larger scale, and by 1994 12 Freedom Schools were operating in seven cities to offer
educational enrichment and develop community empowerment. (Smith, telephone
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interview, 12/21/00). The schools increased to 59 by the summer of 2000. In twenty
cities across the United States with clusters of schools in Philadelphia and New York,
Freedom Schools in the summer of 2000 enrolled 4715 students spanning grades K-12,
with the largest attendance in grades K-5 (Kessler, telephone interview, 12/22/00).
Mississippi has not missed out on the current crusade of Freedom Schools. A Freedom
School opened in Mayersville in 1999 with co-sponsors including the BCCC, Southern
Coalition for Education Equity, and the UMC Department of Family Medicine.
To staff today’s Freedom Schools, Black students are trained as teachers at the Ella
Baker Child Policy Training Institute of the CDF. A closer look at how these Black
students are currently trained as teachers would allow for comparisons to be made with the
orientation of mostly White Freedom School teachers in 1964 and the professional training
of predominantly White teachers today. Here, history can be of some use to illuminate
what has been learned and applied from the 1964 Freedom Schools as well as to assess
what White teachers can learn from Black teachers today. These ‘servant leaders’ could
become future teachers and/or teacher trainers.
Teacher educators also have found the Mississippi Freedom School curriculum to
be valuable. In 1992 George W. Chilcoat, a professor of teacher education at Brigham
Young University, and Jerry A. Ligon, then at Eastern Illinois University, presented a
paper entitled Mississippi Freedom Schools as a Model for Social Studies Instruction at the
College and University Faculty Assembly at the annual meeting of the National Council of
the Social Studies. Their first purpose was to examine “the pedagogical efforts of the
freedom schools including the aims of the schools, the curriculum, the instructional
behaviors of teachers, the evaluation/assessment uses, and classroom management.” A
second purpose of their study was “to propose an educational model of social studies
instruction built on the principles generated from the aims, curricylum, instruction, and
evaluation espoused by the various freedom school experiences.” In 1999 they continued
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to learn from the Freedom School experience and published “Notes on Teaching in
Mississippi” in Democracy & Education. They conclude,
Schools following the example of freedom school ought to provide
classroom laboratories where students encounter, rehearse,
cultivate, and apply the skills and practices of participating citizens.
The public discourse should not be passive, rather it should be
active in exploring the meanings of self-determination and activism
within the context of problems and conditions that face students in
their own society.. . Schools in today’s society should provide
similar opportunities where students can engage in a civic
curriculum for democracy, sitting face-to-face in discussion circles:
student citizens committed to questioning, to active give-and-take
dialogue on everyday issues, discussing authentic problems focused
on the potential of real social change.
A question Chilcoat and Ligon do not address is who would be the teachers to implement
such an approach. Do we need citizen teachers to develop student citizens? Do we have
such teachers now? Did we in 1860 and 1960?
Linda Gold also sees the Freedom School curriculum as important for
contemporary educators. In a forthcoming high school textbook, Lessons from the
Freedom Schools (September 2001), she and co-editor Kathleen Emery are presenting the

curriculum as a paradigm for radical education in which the purpose of schooling is “to
transform the system rather than be its agent.” According to Gold, the value of the Freedom
School curriculum is that “it doesn’t preach uncritical acceptance or total rejection” of the
system while it links education and social transformation (Phone interview September
2000). While Gold and Emery focus on the curriculum, the preparation and identity of
teachers to teach this curriculum is worth considering. Who would adopt these texts and
why? I contend that the focus on curriculum is only part of the story, for as was evident in
the AMA schools and in the Mississippi Freedom Schools, the attitudes and beliefs of the
teachers were a key factor in the successful delivery of any curriculum. Moreover, teachers
and curriculum influence each other.
Robert Moses, one of the key leaders of the Summer Project in Mississippi, found
this connection between teachers and the curriculum to be critically important as he trained
teachers to teach his innovative math curriculum, now known nationwide as the Algebra
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Project. In his book radical equations: Math Literacy and Civil Rights, he equates math
literacy, the key to economic access and full citizenship today, with the earlier voter
registration drives to gain access to political participation in Mississippi:
Math illiteracy is not unique to Blacks the way the denial of the right
to vote in Mississippi was. But it affects Blacks and other
minorities much, much more intensely, making them the designated
serfs of the information age just as the people that we worked with
in the 1960s on the plantations were Mississippi’s serfs then.
Moses’ analogy links voter registration and math literacy, and his pedagogy for the
Algebra Project was rooted in Civil Rights activism. Building on the community meeting
as an organizing tool for voter registration, he saw the classroom as a community meeting
through which to organize for math literacy (Wheelock College presentation, 2/28/01).
Though the voter registration strategy in Mississippi was well in place before the Freedom
Schools were designed and first implemented in 1964, the pedagogy of Freedom Schools
and the Algebra Project are very similar. Both reflect the early lessons of voter registration
drives in Mississippi. In the Algebra Project, for example, the students begin with a
common experience, a class trip, just as the Freedom Schools began with discussion of the
experiences the students shared. In both situations, questions are the key tool for
unlocking learning: students ask questions of themselves and then learn to answer their
own questions. In both situations, study is related to real life experiences and community
problems. In both situations young people are expected to lead with the underlying
assumption that leaders will emerge from any group. In both situations involving parents
and the community is essential to the work. Content based and student centered, the
Algebra Project requires teachers to approach the subject of math in a new way.
Pedagogy. Math is not the only subject that offers a student-centered approach
designed by former civil rights activists. In Learning To Teach For Empowerment, Liz
Aaronsohn describes how her Freedom School teaching changed her life as a teacher, for
she learned to begin her classes “by learning where the students are, and that meant
teaching as listening rather than teaching as telling... a pedagogy for liberation (1991,
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p. 44). She farther explores how she has applied these principles in her current role
preparing future teachers. By cultivating their imaginations, finding and appreciating their
voices, examining assumptions, and listening to each other, she prepares future teachers to
approach their students the same way.. .to teach for empowerment (1991, p. 46).
Florence Howe, a college professor before she went to Mississippi, provides
another example of the dynamic relationship between Freedom School pedagogy and her
development as a teacher, for teaching in Mississippi changed her life. Afterwards she
described this change: “I had learned to open the classroom to experience, to a sharing of
ideas, even untested ones. I had learned the importance of asking questions, even
unanswerable ones” (1984, p. xi). Howe specifically points to Mississippi as the starting
point of the development of her consciousness and knowledge as a literary scholar,
historian, and feminist teacher (1984); thus intersections between sexism and racism
emerge in her development as she applied what she learned in Freedom Schools.
With this wide ranging applicability - from math, social studies and Black history to Black
student achievement, teacher training, and the development of feminist pedagogy - the
Freedom School curriculum warrants serious attention. Likewise, the teachers in this study
who taught in the Freedom Schools could inform any effort to replicate the strengths of that
experiment.
Organization of the Study
The following chapters explore the two historic periods of White teachers’ activism
and the significance of this history for today’s teachers. In part 2 of this chapter, I will
describe the various parts of my methodology. For the Reconstruction period, library
resources are the primary data source. I treat the published writings of the teachers as if
they were interviews while placing their experiences in the larger historical context. For the
second part of the study focusing on Freedom School teachers, I use qualitative interviews
and place the teachers’ narratives in the historical context of the Civil Rights Movement. I
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describe library searches, archival work, and appropriate methodology for identifying and
interviewing living subjects. I also offer details of some of the methodological problems
that grow out of these different procedures.
In chapter 2 the focus is on the first of the two historical moments when White
women teachers went South after the Civil War. This chapter summarizes the larger
historical issues in the education of the newly freed men and women and examines the
experiences of five women, four of whom are White, as described in their diaries and
memoirs. The fifth teacher is an African American. As a northerner she experiences some
of the same cultural challenges, though not all, that the White women face.
Chapter 3 turns to the historical context for the second period of study, Mississippi
1964, and the central role of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. The archival
material on the Freedom Schools is the basis for the portrayal of the schools in this chapter.
Chapter 4 presents my interview data for the twelve White women teachers who taught in
the Freedom Schools. Biographical snapshots of each teacher precede descriptions of their
Mississippi summer in order to understand the forces that led to their volunteering.
Chapter 5 focuses on what these teachers learned in Mississippi and the impact of the
experience on their subsequent teaching in the North. In chapter 6, I focus as a teacher
educator on the larger purpose of learning from the experiences of White teachers who
formerly faced some of the cross-cultural and interracial challenges White teachers still face
today.
Positionality of the Researcher
As a teacher educator and researcher in this project, I have reflected about the many
experiences I share with my interview subjects as well ways we differ. Like many of
them, I am a White woman who is middle class with working class roots. I grew up in
Massachusetts and attended Protestant churches, whereas many of my research subjects are
either Jewish or grew up in the New York area or other New England states. I am about
ten years younger than most of the women I interviewed.
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Professionally, too, there is commonality as well as difference. I have been a
teacher for all of my adult life, having taught for 18 years in grades 8, 10 and 12, with a
year’s experience as an aid in K-5 classrooms. I have had the opportunity to move into
higher education and train teachers from an anti-racist multicultural framework. Currently I
direct an internship program for mostly White graduate students preparing for careers in
teaching. My preparation for this work began with Peace Corps training and a teaching
assignment at a women’s college in Korea to help prepare pre-service English majors for
careers in teaching.
Peace Corps introduced me to cross-cultural differences. My work with Korean
women focused my attention on sexism which provided an analysis I applied when I
returned to the United States. Like my research subjects, I learned to look at the world
differently when I left the familiarity of my home culture. Upon my return, I continued to
teach for many years at women’s schools, where I applied what I had learned.
Professional development opportunities provided further consciousness raising about
sexism and racism in the U.S. as well as anti-Semitism and homophobia. My interest in
the development of White female teachers grows out of my own teaching experience, a
political consciousness which evolved because I taught at women’s schools, and an
understanding of racism as fundamentally rooted in the White power structure which
Whites have the responsibility to challenge. This dissertation is part of my effort to reveal
how White teachers of the past responded to this challenge.
Interrogating Historical and Living Witnesses: Library. Archival and Interview Based
Methodology
This study deals with two historical periods, the 1860s and the 1960s, when
northern White women teachers went South to teach children and adults in African
American communities. In each time period, I selected a limited number of historical
witnesses to interrogate in order to probe for depth of understanding. For the 1860s I use
primary source material written by five teachers. For the 1960s I interview twelve living
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subjects. One of the methodological complexities is the interaction of written data with oral
interviews. It was a challenge to interrogate written documents from the 1860s as if they
were living witnesses and to find living witnesses to interrogate for the 1960s. As closely
as I could, I examined the printed sources from the same model of inquiry I used for the
oral interviews.
Besides the obvious limitation of interrogating written narratives posthumously, a
further difficulty arose from differences in the nature of the printed sources from the 19th
century. The narratives cover different periods, and they reveal different perspectives for
writing. Three of the diaries were written at the time of the events, and two memoirs were
written retrospectively at different distances of time from the events they recall. The two
memoirs were definitely written for publication. While two of the other authors considered
some public exposure to their work, it is not clear if they intended their work to be
published as it was. The fifth work was not intended for publication. In contrast, the
1960s interviews of living witnesses do not have such complexity.
Given these methodological challenges, I will describe in detail my approach to
each historical period and my methodological review of how I came up with the written
narratives and my living subjects.
Historical Witnesses from the 1860s: Reconstruction Teachers
For the first period of Reconstruction, I draw on primary and secondary sources
which focus on teachers and the schooling of African Americans after the Civil War. In
this post-war period, the nature of the teaching force for African Americans is complex,
and this complexity is described in order not to distort the efforts of northern White
teachers at the expense of the greater sacrifices and success of Black educators and Black
communities. Also, since the northern White teachers entered the South under the auspices
of sponsoring organizations, organizational ideologies provide important insights into the
route teachers took to go South. I therefore briefly describe the sponsoring organizations
before examining the work of individual teachers.
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An important secondary source for the first Reconstruction draws on the letters and
reports in American Missionary Association archives. In Soldiers of Light and Love:
Northern Teachers and Georgia Blacks, 1865-1873, Jacquelyn Jones studied the

elementary school teachers who stayed for an average of two years in Georgia. Her study
examines schooling, its role in social change and the practice of teachers as they fit into the
broader picture of educational goals for the freed men, women and children.
Though many White teachers went South, only a few left lengthy narratives that
inform us of the complexity of their work and lives. I have selected five of the first-person
accounts that were accessible. Diaries and memoirs of these northern women teachers,
four White and one African American, provide individual portraits of living and teaching in
African American communities in the South after the Civil War. In the aftermath of the
War’s devastation, teachers did as much relief work as school work. In some areas,
therefore, their role of teacher included community work as well.
Selection of Witnesses from the 1860s. The five diaries selected for this study are
detailed accounts; thus they allow for more depth of understanding of the challenges
teachers faced and individual responses to those challenges. Charlotte Forten, an African
American, wrote one of the five dairies. She is included in this study to highlight the
regional cultural differences between northern teachers and southern Black culture, for she,
too, found herself unfamiliar with southern customs and mores. Forten also provides
insights into the relationships of some of the White teachers to the local Black community,
and her insights corroborate some of the data in other sources.
Among the four White teachers, Laura Towne made the longest commitment; she
stayed in the South from age 37 in 1862 until her death at age 76 in 1901. Elizabeth
Botume went South in 1864 and in 1892 she wrote about her experiences between 1864
and 1869. In the last chapter she does compare some events in the South from the distance
of almost 30 years, but it is not clear if she stayed in the South or made repeated visits.
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The works of Towne and Botume provide a broader range of experiences than accounts
based on two-year stays, which was the average time most White teachers remained in the
South. An early death at age 28 precluded a lengthy stay in the South for Sarah Jane
Foster. Her diary and letters from West Virginia and South Carolina offer the most detailed
account of teaching the freed men, women and children. Finally, Lura Beam’s memoir
begins when she is 21 and recounts her eleven-year stay in the South from 1908-1919.
Although this time period is well beyond Reconstruction, it is noteworthy that some of the
educational issues examined in the 1860s are still being noted forty years after
Reconstruction. Though these narratives themselves are not symmetrical, together they
provide a range of teachers’ experiences in the South.
Table 1: Narratives of Reconstruction Teachers
Name

Teaching in the South

Diary dates

Publication Date

Laura Towne
South Sea Islands
Charlotte Forten
South Sea Islands
Elizabeth Botume
South Sea Islands
Sarah Foster
WestVa. and
South Carolina
Lura Beam
North Carolina
Memphis
throughout the South

1862-1901

1862-1884

1912, edited

1862-1864

1854-1889

1955 (1st publication)

1864-1869

memoir

1892; reprint 1968

1865-1868
1865-1866
1867-1868
1908-1919
1908-1910
1910-1911
1911-1919

1865-1868

1990, edited

memoir

1967

For these Reconstruction sources, not only are there differences of time and place
as noted above, but diaries and memoirs present different perspectives. Diary entries
portray events at the time they are experienced while memoirs are written later in a
retrospective state. Because memoirs are written in retrospect they are less reliable as eye
witness accounts. It is worth noting when I move to interviewing my subjects that they
also are recounting events that occurred thirty six years earlier.
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It is also important to note that the nature of diaries has changed over time. In
contrast to the very personal nature of diaries in the 20th century, 17th and 18th century
diaries were often used to record family and community history or in instances of travel to
maintain connections with those left behind (Culley, 1985, p. 3 & p. 8). Laura Towne’s
diary seems to fall in this category. Although the second month she was in the South she
expressed concern that her letters were read to committees in Philadelphia (Towne, 1912,
p. 36), by 1877 she specifically states she feels “pushed to write by a sense of duty; for
the things going on here ought not to be forgotten, nor lost, as a lesson” (Towne, 1912, p.
268). At the same time, through her writings she stays in contact with her family by
sharing the challenges and rewards of her work and describing her daily routines, the
garden crops and the beauty of the flowers and the sea. Seen throughout her writing is her
outspokenness and independence, which she does not try to hide. While she wrote her
diary partly to communicate with her family and with the possibility of a public audience in
mind, it is also noteworthy she had to make repeated pleas to raise funds for her school. It
is not possible to know if the need for funds might have influenced her portrayal of events.
In contrast to Towne’s recording for public sharing, some diarists write for
themselves. Charlotte Forten, for example, uses the diary as an intimate friend. She gives
her diary a name, Dear A., and confides many self doubts in the early sections and writes
to record her self improvement and her life’s events. She provides some information about
teaching school in the South but much more about socializing with other northerners there.
Interestingly, after her tenure in the South, Charlotte Forten’s insecurities seem to
dissipate, for she does not dwell so much on her shortcomings while in the South Sea
Islands.
Sarah Jane Foster’s diary is an example of a writer who uses her journal for
“religious self-examination.” Within this approach, Culley notes the pattern of diarists
writing about how God might judge them as well as how others may see them. In this vein
they might express “a painful sense of ‘otherness’” that may include being aware that
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others view them as “an odd object” (Culley, 1985, p. 10). Foster’s diary can be seen in
this category. She constantly records her striving to do God’s work in the South, and she
reveals her sense of self as “other:” “Ah well I am a strange piece of humanity anyway.
My life is bound to run in strange channels” (Foster, 1990, p. 66). The editor of Foster’s
diary, her great great nephew, also weaves some of her letters in between the diary entries
so the reader has both public and private writings from her time in the South as well as
access to some of her published poetry and short stories which are included at the end of
this work. The letters and diary of Sarah Jane Foster provide the most detailed account of
school days of any of the sources.
The accounts of Towne, Botume, and Forten, all from the South Sea Islands, make
general references to school concerns and events, but more attention is given to the physical
and health conditions they encounter in the immediate aftermath of the war and the lives of
the local people amongst whom they live. A great deal of attention is given to the social life
of the northerners on the islands as teachers, superintendents, and military officers come
and go.
Though I present similarities and differences in the experiences of these five women
as data, my opportunity for analysis and interpretation are limited since the five journals
reveal differences in format, location, years and length of service, and purpose for writing.
Research Procedures and Organization of Data. I interrogated the Reconstruction
memoirs and diaries to answer the larger questions of this study. I examined each narrative
from a template similar to the one used for the interviews of the 1960s teachers. Why did
the teachers go South? What was their experience teaching in the South? For this
question, I developed categories for the opening of schools, the nature of the students,
challenges, curriculum, classroom discipline and living situations. Finally I identified what
the teachers learned from their experiences. I used note cards to record the data from each
source and then grouped these note cards by category. I then looked for patterns and
common themes within categories, and I documented these findings.
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Historical Witnesses from the 1960s: Freedom School Teachers
For this part of the study, methodological issues were complicated in a different
way. Interview methodology provided the appropriate structure to document the oral
history from twelve teachers who volunteered for this study, but identifying interview
subjects took substantial archival work. Once I located willing subjects, I designed my
interview protocol. (See Appendix C.) After I completed the interviews, I coded the
transcripts and analyzed the data. The interview data by itself, however, does not give a
full picture of the Freedom Schools in which the teachers taught nor the important historical
context in which the Freedom Schools evolved. To provide this context, I draw on
archival reports that Freedom School teachers wrote at the time as well as interpretative
texts historians of this period provide.
Identification of Research Subjects. Identifying and locating people to interview
from the Summer Project was a complicated and time-consuming process. In Doug
Me Adam’s study of White Mississippi volunteers as social activists (1988), he states that
approximately 120 of the 1000 White volunteers who went to Mississippi in the summer of
1964 were teachers. (Other professionals included ministers and lawyers, with
approximately 100 in each category.) In McAdam’s categorizing of teachers, he recalled
grouping professional teachers and college education majors together (telephone interview);
thus he surmised that the actual number of teachers could be smaller than 120. Because
McAdam had assured his research subjects of confidentiality, he could not share names but
directed me to the archival sources he had used to locate people for his study. Archival
materials later revealed that 40 professional teachers were in Mississippi during the first
session of Freedom schools in July 1964 with an undisclosed number being recruited for
August.
At McAdam’s suggestion, I went to the archives at the King Center in Atlanta and
poured through the original SNCC applications from 1964 which are organized
alphabetically by participants’ last name. (Files I-P are missing but are reported to be in the
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Hilegas Files in Jackson, MI.) I took down the 1964 names and addresses of male and
female applicants who identified as teachers or professors, generating a list of 84 people,
48 of whom were women. From this list of names, the names of 35 women teachers in K12 became the basis for an internet search which produced current addresses for ten women
and multiple addresses for several other names. I wrote to the ten women for whom I had
current addresses and after following up with a telephone call I found I had the correct
name and address for four people who had been Mississippi volunteers. One of these four
women refused to be interviewed. Through one of the remaining three, I located another
teacher who put me in touch with yet another Mississippi volunteer resulting in five
interview subjects. In these preliminary contacts, I learned that two of the other people I
was looking for had died.
From one interview I also gained access to the list of Mississippi volunteers who
attended the 25th reunion in New York City. I took down ten names of people who
explicitly identified as teachers. From these addresses, only ten years old, I located three
more teachers who had been in Mississippi, one of whom identified two more teachers to
interview. I now had ten people to interview.
Upon a return visit to the King Center, I found new files of applications entitled,
Summer Project Application - Freedom Schools. I noted the schools that education majors

were attending at the time and added thirty nine names of women who had plans to be
teachers. I sent letters to three alumni offices to contact their graduates (Concord Academy,
Brandeis University, Wellesley College) and I heard from two people, one of whom was
the 11th teacher who agreed to be interviewed.
I shared my list of names of teachers and education majors from my independent
research at the King Center with Doug McAdam, who was now willing to make contact
with people he had interviewed. He took my list of names of women teachers and
education majors and where there was a match he wrote to those whom he had interviewed
for his study published in 1988. He sent out sixteen mailings, in which he provided a cover
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letter to my letter explaining my research. I heard from four of these people, one of whom
was a man. Although none of the three women are classroom teachers today, two
interviews (one by phone and one in person) provided useful background information
about teaching in the Freedom Schools.
In both the McAdam (1988) and Rothschild (1982) studies of White Mississippi
volunteers, it is noted that some of the teachers came through the unions, specifically the
United Federation of Teachers, the New York City branch of the American Federation of
Teachers. I went through files of the United Federation of Teachers (UFT) at NYU and
found references indicating that the UFT sent 40 teachers, but only a shorter list of names
appeared in the UFT newspapers in the spring of 1964 to generate interest in the summer
project. This list was not final in that some of the people did not go to Mississippi at all
while others went the following summer. Not all these names had applications on file in
Atlanta. Two of my research subjects were the lead organizers for the UFT effort in
Prince Edward County the previous summer of 1963 and subsequently for Mississippi in
1964. Though I had their names before going to the King Center, I had not been able to
locate them because they were unlisted in the New York telephone directory.
I had originally decided to spend more time at first pursuing names from the Atlanta
files since I did not want to interview only teachers from New York City and the UFT. In
the end, however, it turned out that 36 of the 40 professional teachers in Mississippi went
with the union. Six of my twelve research subjects went to Mississippi through the union;
four are still located in New York City. A seventh teacher from Massachusetts joined the
union group to travel to Mississippi.
From the 1990 publication of Radical Teacher, I also located a former Freedom
School teacher whose article was included in a special issue on the Freedom Schools in
Mississippi. Locating this teacher brought my list of research subjects to number 12.
I also searched the “Vermont In Mississippi” files at the University of Vermont.
That state’s activities revolved around one volunteer, a male high school English teacher,
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who was fired after his controversial teaching in Vermont the year following his experience
in Mississippi. He was fired because he used teaching strategies he learned in the Freedom
Schools in his Vermont classroom. While the gender focus of my subjects excludes him
from this study, the Vermont story is an interesting one not only because this teacher was
fired but also because of the number of people throughout the state who became involved in
Mississippi. For example, Vermont civil rights groups sponsored at least two SNCC
activists in Vermont colleges. Sam Block went to Marlboro College with his family, and
Walter Sadler attended a business school in St. Johnsbury.
Criteria for Selection of Research Subjects. In following all the leads I had, I
concentrated on three criteria. 1) I focused only on the experiences of White women
because the majority of northern Reconstruction teachers and Freedom School teachers
were White women. In K-12 classrooms White women are also the majority in the
teaching profession today. 2) I selected teachers who had been K-12 teachers when they
went to Mississippi. I currently work with K-12 pre-service and in-service teachers to
develop an anti-racist multicultural teaching practice, and I want the historic voices of K-12
teacher activists to speak to K-12 teachers today. 3) Because I wanted face-to-face
interviews, I selected as many White women as I could find who were geographically
accessible (from Boston). I did locate two Mississippi volunteers who were college
teachers but did not interview them due to the specific focus of this study on K-12 teachers.
The group of twelve teachers I interviewed can be differentiated within each
criterion.
1) White women:
Jewish Americans

6

Anglo Americans

4

Greek American

1

German American

1
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2) Teachers before going to Mississippi, primarily K-12:
kindergarten (5 years); elementary school counselor

1

kindergarten, one year; junior high, one year

1

first grade

1

second grade

1

fourth grade

1

reading specialist, grades 1-3

1

elementary school student teaching

1

junior high

1

high school

3

tutor of college students

1

3) Proximity to Boston for face-to-face interviews:
Connecticut

1

Maine

1

Massachusetts
New Jersey

1

New York

5

Telephone interviews
Barbados (holiday interview while in New Hampshire)
Michigan
Chicago
Interviews as background information
two Freedom School teachers, one of whom is an educational administrator in New
York (telephone interview) and one who is a therapist in Mass, (face-to-face
interview).
Staughton Lynd, the director of the Freedom Schools in the summer of 1964
Howard Zinn
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Interview Procedures. Interviews for the twelve teacher subjects proceeded in two
stages. From the first stage of inquiry, I obtained an overview of teaching experiences
before, during and after Mississippi. After interviewing these twelve, I selected five
subjects for a second, in-depth interview. Those five were selected because they were
thoughtful and specific in their recollections of their actual teaching in Mississippi, and they
presented a range of grade levels. Based on these two criteria, the five second interviews
included teachers from the following grade levels at the time of their volunteering for
Mississippi: kindergarten, first grade, junior high, high school (2). In one of my cases a
high school teacher provided me with her Mississippi journal and two papers she wrote
after she returned, one about Mississippi and one about the teaching profession. These
sources substituted for a second interview. I also had written accounts from a second high
school teacher who published articles about her experiences in Mississippi, her own
experiences teaching, and her current work training teachers.
My approach to the second interview was to revisit the key themes, specific intense
experiences, and any stories left incomplete in the first interview, as well as any insights
the subjects had had since the first interview. Only one of the teachers had her transcript
before the second interview, and she did not make reference to it. All face-to-face
interviews were conducted in the Fall of 1999. Telephone interviews were conducted in
the winter months of 2000.
My original intention had been to limit my cases to five for second interviews.
However, all of the data was so fascinating and so different, I made the decision to work
with the data from all twelve subjects because it created a more complex story of the
professional teachers. The unintended result, however, was that I had more data for some
interview subjects than for others. The interviews are not symmetrical for other reasons as
well. Depth, intensity and duration varied due to the range of experiences including
different lengths of time in Mississippi, different degrees of emotional involvement,
different experiences of closure, and varying degrees of openness and trust. Four
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interviews had to be done by phone because of the distance. These interviews were shorter
and less personal.
Organization of Interview Data. In working with the interview transcripts, I
followed the approach recommended by Seidman (1991) and took the following steps for
the in-depth interviews as he suggests:
Step 1. I marked passages that were interesting. I looked for segments of the
interview that were dramatic, full of strong emotion such as feelings of collegiality and
community, frustration, fear, confusion, isolation, excitement, optimism. I also looked for
contradictions, conflicts within or between people, hopes (whether fulfilled or not).
Step 2. I labeled each passage either by noting the subject of the segment or
describing the subject or its category.
Step 3. I provided an identity code for each passage: initials of the participant, the
number of the interview (first or second), and the page number of the transcript.
Step 4. I Xeroxed the marked transcripts using different colors for each person and
cut the marked passages and placed them in folders with an assigned category. In some
cases I cross referenced a segment that applied to more than one category.
In working with the single-interview tapes from the overview study, I took down
verbatim on different color note cards the responses of each participant and indicated in the
comer of the card, the topic of the question (i.e. a category) which had elicited the
response. These cards were then filed in the categorical files.
Step 5. I reread the excerpts file by file looking for patterns and connections among
the excerpts and connections between categories.
As I worked with the data, I realized that the background information on the
teachers’ motivations for going to Mississippi was more complex than I had anticipated. I
therefore decided to summarize the themes in the biographical information and provide
individual biographical sketches to show the different influences that led these twelve
women to Mississippi. I then reported on the teachers’ common experiences teaching in
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the Freedom Schools and living in Black communities. The teachers’ stories before and
during Mississippi created chapter 4. Chapter 5 tells describes the common experiences
after the teachers returned home from their sojourns in Mississippi. In the concluding
chapter I return to the larger historical framework of this study. I compare and contrast
teachers’ narratives in the 1860s and 1960s: why they went South to teach African
Americans, what they experienced and learned, and what we can leam from them.
Because I had promised confidentiality, I used pseudonyms for all twelve subjects
when citing their experiences. The interview tapes and transcripts are stored in my
personal archives.
Limitations of the Study
A significant challenge of this study is its interdisciplinary nature. In each historic
period, a small number of professional teachers responded to the call to teach African
Americans in the South. In two historical periods as well, educational history, African
American history and women’s history intersect in the teachers’ narratives. I am not
trained as an historian but as a teacher educator in search of role models for today’s White
women teachers. In this historical exploration I have learned to appreciate the depth of
interdisciplinary, historical research as well as its challenges. Within the time constraints of
a dissertation there are limitations to my gaining a deep understanding of different historical
periods and therefore offering historical interpretation. I am grateful for the guidance of my
interdisciplinary committee, but the limitations are my own.
Another limitation is that I chose only women as subjects. Because the majority of
northern White teachers who taught African Americans in each time period were women,
and because the teaching profession today is dominated by White women, I wanted the
historic narratives to inform contemporary White women teachers. In the literature on
Freedom Summer, two themes emerged that are intentionally left out of this study. I do not
address the tensions among the different civil rights organizations as they did not directly
impact the functioning of Freedom Schools. I do not address the complexity of intimate
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interracial relationships between northern White female volunteers and Black male activists.
Some accounts suggest that sexual relations between Black men and White women were a
significant issue (Evans, 1980; Pouissant, 1966; Me Adam, 1988) while other perspectives
contend that the experiences of a few have been exaggerated (Dittmer, 1994; Belfrage,
1990). Though the interview data reported in Me Adam’s study convinces me more of the
former position than the latter, McAdam also notes that the teaching context with its focus
on students was “less confounded by adult dynamics” and thus “more gender neutral than
the broader political and community organizing context of the summer” (phone interview,
October 1998). Additionally, this topic of interracial sex in Mississippi in the 1960s is
simply too complicated for my purposes in this dissertation, and it warrants its own study.
For my concluding chapter on the usefulness of this history for teacher education, I
note that there are difficulties in comparing historical circumstances that are intrinsically
unparallel. The tumultuous events of Reconstruction and the Civil Rights Movement are
quite different from the sociopolitical context of education today. Nonetheless, for my
purposes there are some important themes that provide links. While there is no social,
economic and political upheaval on a national scale that calls citizens to action as in the
1860s and 1960s, there is still an educational crisis. That crisis is the same educational
crisis though the details are different. Too many students are not getting the education they
need, and those students are poor children and children of color. Robert Moses, for
example, attributes the problem of Black underachievement to a system that offers
“sharecropper education” to Black students that is quite reminiscent of the challenge in the
South after the Civil War and of the systemic inequity evident in Mississippi in the 1960s.
Limitations of this study notwithstanding, across this nation White teachers unfortunately
have the opportunity to challenge racism entrenched in schools and to rise to the challenge
of cross cultural, interracial dynamics in their classrooms. After one hundred and fifty
years, freedom is still calling for equitable schooling. Will enough teachers answer the
caH?
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CHAPTER 2
RECONSTRUCTION AND EDUCATION
“Us wants book-larning, too, bad.”
-South Sea Islander, 1867

Introduction
As the Civil War was coming to an end, in the traditional sense that one side
surrenders on the battlefield and armies cease fighting, the conditions and opportunity of
the newly freed slaves evoked a sense of urgency and a flurry of activity on the part of
national leaders, long-time radical abolitionists and moderate reformers, White and Black
alike. Education became a central focus in this political drama, for education was seen as
the way to bring the North and the South together (Jones, 1992, 14). Education, however,
was not only a patriotic endeavor but also a moral crusade of northerners to prepare the
freed men and women for their new circumstances. This preparation often had the goal of
transforming the freed men and women into the image of Whites (Jones, 1992;
Richardson, 1986; Woodson, 1990). It was up to the northern White teachers, most of
whom were women, to accomplish these tasks supported by the infrastructure provided by
religious and governmental organizations.
Overview of the Perspectives on Southern Black Education
In order to gain perspective on the role northern White teachers and their northern
sponsors played in the education of Southern Blacks, this chapter begins with a brief look
at the long history of Black people educating themselves before and after the Civil War,
often at great risk and sacrifice. Next the focus shifts to the northern benevolent
associations which sponsored northern teachers in the South during Reconstruction. Their
educational objectives reveal what they hoped to accomplish as well as the reasons why
southern Whites were hostile to the schools and the northern teachers. Describing the
realities of the northern sponsored schools in the aftermath of the war helps to explain the
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challenges which the teachers faced. Teachers in southern Black schools, however, were
not a monolithic group; a breakdown of the nature of the teaching force explains its
complexity.
The performance of northern White women teachers specifically demands attention
as they were the majority of northern teachers in southern Black schools. Their
experiences are recorded in their reports, letters home, fundraising appeals, diaries and
journals. I have drawn on a limited number of primary and secondary sources which
document the experiences of northern White women who were the majority of the northern
teachers during Reconstruction. In Soldiers of Light and Love: Northern Teachers and
Georgia Blacks, 1865-1873 (1992), Jacqueline Jones focuses on elementary school
teachers in Georgia who stayed for two to three years because they were most typical of the
northern volunteers. Her main purpose is to examine schooling and its role in social
change during Reconstruction. Jones’ study of teachers who stayed for short terms
provides a backdrop for the individual narratives of four White women who dedicated
themselves to the education of Black people in the South for longer periods.
Biographical Sketches of Five Northern Women Teachers
Laura Towne, Elizabeth Botume, and Lura Beam had long terms teaching in the
South. Sarah Jane Foster died from yellow fever after two years. I also draw on The
Journals of Charlotte Forten Grimke (1988). Her observations are interwoven into the
story of northern White teachers, for as a northerner she also confronted cultural
differences between her urban African American background and southern, rural Black
culture. Brief biographical sketches help place these five women in their historical context.
Laura Towne. Laura Towne was born in Philadelphia and educated in Boston,
where her family became involved in the abolitionist movement. Upon her return to
Philadelphia, Laura was further influenced by her Unitarian minister’s strong abolitionist
stance. With training from her study at the Woman’s Medical College, Laura Towne
responded to the federal government’s call in 1862 for northerners to take over the
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education of the newly freed in the Sea Islands of South Carolina. The Letters and Diary of
Laura M. Towne (1912) tells the story of her entry into the South and her life-long work in

the Sea Islands. Initially she responded to the medical needs of the community on the Sea
Islands, but early on she also established a school in the Baptist church. She later raised
money for a permanent building, and named the school The Penn School as a reference to
its funders in Pennsylvania. Eventually she bought an old plantation, Frogmore, on St.
Helena Island and remained there for the rest of her life with her companion Ellen Murray.
Laura Towne recorded her experiences because she felt “pushed to it by a sense of
duty; for the things going on here ought not to be forgotten, nor lost, as a lesson” (1912, p.
268). Her edited diary and letters document the needs of Sea Island Blacks in the aftermath
of the war, the changing political scene, the social relationships among the Whites and
between White and Black people. She records the progress of the local people in
recovering from the war as well as her struggle financially to keep her school alive. She
offers general views of her students and classrooms and notes the changes in her work and
her increasing satisfaction from teaching. The diary begins in 1862 and ends in 1884.
Laura Towne died in 1901 after 38 years of devotion to her students, their families and the
community she served.
Charlotte Forten Grimke. As a young African American teacher Charlotte went
South in 1862 at the age of 25 and taught in Laura Towne’s school. Charlotte Forten was
bom into a prominent and wealthy abolitionist family in Philadelphia. Her mother died
when she was very young, as had Laura Towne’s mother, and Charlotte was sent to
Salem, Ma. for her education. Her father insisted she become a teacher so she would have
skills to help her race and a means of financial support. She volunteered to go to South in
spite of long-standing self-doubt and health issues recorded throughout her journals.
My twenty-fifth birthday. Tisn’t a very pleasant thought that I have
lived a quarter of a century, and am so very, very ignorant. Ten
years ago, I hoped for a different fate at twenty-five. But why
complain? The accomplishments, the society, the delights of travel
which I have dreamed of and longed for all my life, I am now
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convinced can never be mine. If I can go to Port Royal, I will try to
forget all these desires. I will pray that God in his goodness will
make me noble enough to find my highest happiness in doing my
duty (1988, p. 376).
Forten brings her keen observation skills to the landscape she enters. Her journals provide
detailed descriptions of the physical environment, both the natural surroundings and the
abandoned plantations where northerners resided. She records the progress of the war, the
local political tensions, and the active social life in the community of northerners - men and
women, Black and White, civilian and military personnel working together. So fluid were
the social interactions, including Charlotte’s romantic interests in two White men, that
Charlotte was unable to relocate to Florida when she wanted to teach the soldiers there.
She set this goal at a time when Dr. Rogers was also planning to relocate to Florida.
Dr. R.(ogers) brought me a letter from our Col. who thinks it best I
sh’Id not join the regt. just now. He fears scandal. There have
been of late very scandalous reports of some of the ladies down
here, so of course all must suffer to some extent. .. It is most
annoying that one sh’ld be prevented from doing what one feels to
be one’s duty just because Mrs. Grundy will not mind her own
affairs (1988, 484).
Charlotte relishes the adventure and freedom she experienced as a woman in this
setting, and she gains considerable self-confidence from her social interactions and her
work. As a northerner, Forten was unfamiliar with some of the local customs. For
example, she had never heard the religious songs before, but unlike many White teachers
she felt immediately drawn to the music and wrote down the words to the “shouting tunes”,
line by line. “I can’t describe to you the effect that the singing has on me to-night. I believe
I was quite lifted out of myself. Oh, it was glorious!” ( 1988, pp. 402, 409-410, and 415416). Interspersed with her personal narrative are her observations about students and
families, about other teachers, the challenges of the classroom, and the centrality of the
church in local events.
Elizabeth Botume. In First Days Amongst the Contraband (1968) Elizabeth
Botume describes her long term residence in the South. She too taught in the South Sea
Islands and began her work in 1864. Hoffman (1981) records that Botume stayed in the
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South for 30 years, but her work is a retrospective only of her stay from 1864 to 1869.
Like Towne and Forten, Botume records the sociopolitical events and offers her memories
of classroom teaching. Elizabeth Botume is distinctive among these five women as little is
known about her background except that she probably came from the Boston area, was
active in a national conference on “the Negro question”, and was interested in the women’s
rights movement (Hoffman, 1981, p. 163).
Sarah Jane Foster. Sarah Jane Foster left her Maine home and went to West
Virginia in 1865 at the age of 26. Her letters and diary were found in an old bam and made
available to her great, great nephew who edited them in his publication, Sarah Jane Foster,
Teacher of the Freedmen: A Diary and Letter (1990). She first taught in Martinsburg and

then was reassigned to Harper’s Ferry because she had established relationships with the
Black friends and pupils of her school that were considered too close by the Whites who
supervised her. Quite simply, she practiced social equality while doing the work of
teaching, which she loved. Her public walks with Black people aroused much attention,
though not as much as would have been aroused if her amorous feelings for her teaching
assistant, who was Black, had been known. Nevertheless, she was “dismissed” after a
year and returned to Maine. In 1867, she went to South Carolina as an AMA teacher and
was assigned to an isolated plantation school. She died of yellow fever in 1868 while she
was on a home visit. It is likely she would have taught in the South for a longer period of
time for she truly loved her work. Though not intended for publication, her diary and
letters offer the most detailed description of daily classroom life of any of the narratives.
Sarah Jane Foster struggled with self-doubt throughout her life. Coming from a
White, working class family in Maine, she had a keen sense of class, for her family “was
trying to rise” above their status, determined by her father being a shoe-maker. She was by
and large self educated and saw herself as different from her peers: “Ah well, I am a
strange piece of humanity any way. My life is bound to mn in strange channels” (1990,
66). Contrary to many women of her time, Sarah ‘s life-long desire was to be independent
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as a writer and to avoid being in a “drudge” marriage which did not allow for self
cultivation. “Very likely I shall never marry at all” (157). An early death precluded any
determination of this prophecy.
Lura Beam. At age 21, Lura Beam went South. Her tenure lasted from 1908 to
1919. Prompted by the clashes of the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s, in 1967 at the
age of 80, she published her retrospective, He Called Them by the Lightning: A Teacher's
Odyssey in the Negro South, 1908-1919. Lura Beam acknowledged that she wrote about

the Black aristocracy and emerging middle class and that she “knew them at their best, their
dearest aims and greatest responsibility in relation to their children” (1967, p. 3).
Furthermore, she was not only a teacher for three years but an assistant superintendent for
the AMA for seven years. Therefore, her work is distinctive from the other three White
women by class and generation of Blacks with whom she came into contact, her position as
an administrator with the AMA, and the time period about which she writes. Nevertheless,
some of the themes that emerge during Reconstruction leave a legacy that Beam confronts
in the next century.
These particular sources inform this study of northern White women teachers in the
South. Their experiences are also woven into the general picture of schools presented, for
their narratives give testimony to observations featured from secondary sources.
Education of Black People in the South
Long before northern White educators and philanthropists went South during
Reconstruction, Black people acted on their own behalf to become literate. While a
detailed account of Black education in the South is beyond the scope of this study, a brief
overview is necessary to avoid exaggerating the role of northern Whites in the education of
southern Blacks.
Education of Black People, bv Black People and for Black People
The enslaved people of the South eagerly attended Sabbath Schools that were
organized through churches in order for Black people to learn to read the Bible. Many
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slaveholders undermined such efforts in their churches (Weinberg, 1977), and by 1835
most southern states had also passed laws that made it a crime to teach the enslaved to read
and write.
Whites also undermined the educational efforts of free Blacks. Virginia is one
example of both White oppression and Black resistance. After Nat Turner’s uprising in
1831, a law forbidding instruction of free Blacks was passed, but free Blacks petitioned to
have a school in Fredericksburg. When they were denied, they organized private schools
or sent their children out of state to school. A new law was then passed that stated any
child who left the state for schooling could not return, and as a result some Fredericksburg
Blacks emigrated to Michigan where education was not so limited. Whereas every city in
Virginia had privately supported opportunities for Black education before 1830, by 1839 it
had all been stopped (Weinberg, 1977, p. 18). Weinberg further examines the broader
scope of education for Black children up until 1865. He identifies “compulsory ignorance”
as the goal of White people in relation to the education of Black people, free or enslaved.
White people and White laws did not keep enslaved or free Black people from
acting on their passion for learning, for defying such laws was a way “to contradict the
status of slave” (Anderson, 1988, p. 16). Education was seen as the road to freedom.
With their passion for freedom. Black people took great risks to leam.
On the plantations, slaves taught other slaves what knowledge they learned from
keen observations. For example, “House Blacks” collected fragments of information from
White children and eavesdropped outside the schoolroom when they took White children to
school (Jones, 1992). Slaves also attended clandestine schools organized by Free Blacks
in the South even though they might be physically punished if their learning were
discovered. Enslaved children also took opportunities to leam secretly from their
slavemaster’s children (Morris, 1981; Lerner, 1967). Collectively, such efforts meant that
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by 1860, 5% of the slaves could read and write, and these “rebel literates” would become
the future teachers and leaders of the freed men, women and children (Anderson, 1988, p.
17).
As the Union army took over Confederate territory, Black and northern White
teachers and nurses immediately followed the northern troops and tended to the needs of
the Black refugees, some of whom were put into immediate Union service in various
capacities. In the settings of soldiers quarters, field hospitals, and refugee camps, teaching
immediately commenced as Union army chaplains, military officers and migrant teachers,
Black and White, offered literacy instruction. By the end of the War, 20,000 Black
soldiers could read and write and many more had begun their studies to be literate (Alvord,
January 1868, p.l).
After the War Black people continued to teach and learn on their own behalf.
Sabbath Schools, held at night and on weekends, flourished across the South. Though
some were sponsored by northern White religious societies, the Sabbath Schools were
largely run by Black churches in the local Black community with mostly Black teachers.
In many rural areas, Sabbath Schools offered the only education available (Anderson,
1988, p. 12).
Native schools also flourished. They were common schools on week-day
schedules “founded and maintained exclusively by ex-slaves.” Alvord named them native
schools because in 1866 he found them already established throughout the South in places
where no White benevolent associations had ever been (Alvord 1866, cited in Anderson,
1888, p. 7). Native schools also sprang up in urban areas such as Savannah, Fortress
Monroe, VA, and New Orleans.
Everywhere Black people sacrificed tremendously by contributing what little
money, food, labor, and supplies they had to build and support schools, even when crops
failed and even when they were paying taxes from which they derived little benefit. This
lack of access to the benefits of public funds meant that Black people were doubly taxed
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by having to support their own schools. Being denied education by Whites, Blacks did
whatever was necessary to organize their learning. The irony is that Blacks’ passion to
have formal schooling meant that they accommodated the unjust distribution of educational
funds by Southern officials and the system of double taxation. Their insistence on
schooling no matter what the cost to them became “unconscious submission to
oppression” (Anderson, 1988, p.184). Their accommodations in the beginning made it
easier for Whites later to continue discriminating against Black schools (Horowitz, 1974,
p. 594).
National Black leaders also played a role after the Civil War. For example, the
northern, nondenominational African Civilization Society sponsored teachers who taught
not only literacy but racial pride and the belief that Blacks were able to and needed to lead
their own people (Richardson, 1986, p. 72).
In spite of such support from northern Blacks, Anderson concludes unequivocally
that the movement for universal public education in the South should rightly be attributed
to local efforts initiated by ex-slaves. While southern Blacks accepted aid from northern
Black and White organizations, their commitment to education was based on values of
self-help and self-determination which had taken root during the long travail of
enslavement.
External assistance, notwithstanding, the postwar campaign for free
schooling was rooted firmly in the beliefs and behavior of former
slaves. W.E.B. DuBois was on the mark when he said: “Public
education for all at public expense was, in the South, a Negro idea.”
Such a view of postbellum southern education acknowledges the
important contributions of northerners but recognizes the ex-slaves
as the principal challenge to the region’s long-standing resistance to
free schooling (Anderson, 1988, pp. 5-6).
Unfortunately, most of the northern White educators, missionaries, and
philanthropists, whose organized entry into the South began in 1862, did not take their
lead from Black educators and Black leaders. Rather, they proceeded, often with good
intentions, to act on what they knew from their northern experience with mixed results for
Black leaders and the freed people of the South (Richardson, 1986; Anderson, 1988,
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Jones, 1992; Morris, 1981). The reasons for the discontinuity between the goals of Black
and White leaders can be seen in the ideology of the benevolent associations, which was
often reflected in the worldview of the teachers they sponsored.
Northern Benevolent Associations that Sponsored Schools for Black People
As Union troops took over southern territory during the Civil War, northern
political and educational leaders went into action to respond to the needs of Black people in
these northern controlled areas of the South. The physical destruction of war created the
need for refugee relief and medical help. The political shift from enslaved to free created
the opportunity for widespread, organized educational efforts by both southern Blacks and
northern Whites.
Religious organizations, most notably the American Missionary Association
(AMA), were the early sponsors of sending northern teachers to the South to save the
nation from the sin of slavery and the freed men and women from its degradation.
Individual religious denominations sent teachers though in smaller numbers. The American
Freedmen’s Union Commission (AFUC), a national, non-sectarian group with societies in
different areas of the country, also sponsored teachers. In 1865 the U.S. Bureau of
Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned Lands, was established. Known as the Freedmen’s
Bureau (FB), it contributed to the support of teachers and schools until 1870 when it
disbanded. By 1870, 5000 northern men and women had gone South to teach in Black
schools (Jones, 1992, p. 12).
In the immediate post-war period, southern Black schools had the goal of preparing
the freed men and women for citizenship until southern governments could assume their
proper responsibility for public education (Alvord, 1980; McPherson, 1976; Richardson,
1986; Jones, 1992) Around 1870 graded schools were turned over to local governments
and the northern associations concentrated on secondary and higher education. At their
worst, all of these schools were designed to keep the newly freed in a subordinate
economic and political position (Anderson, 1988).
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Building on abolitionist roots, northern aid societies were primed to respond to the
newly freed people of the South. Rival organizations both competed and cooperated in
establishing schools, and they established their turf. The American Missionary Association
dominated in Georgia while the American Freedmen’s Union Commission was more active
in the upper South: Maryland, Virginia and North Carolina (Jones, 1992, 17). Both the
AMA and the AFUC were connected to the education of the Freedmen through a history of
abolitionism. Both groups held radical views on the issue of race and northern complicity
in slavery. Both groups were Protestant and opposed Catholic missionary educators, and
both groups had as a primary goal the education of the freed men, women and children
(Jones, 1992; Richardson, 1986).
The American Missionary Association was the largest religious society for aid to the
freedmen. Missionary work and education had gone hand-in-hand since the beginning of
the nation. Schools were the route to Christianize the Indians, for example, and many New
England schools, including Harvard, were founded for religious purposes. In 1860, 180
of the 207 colleges established, were founded by churches as part of missionary activity
(Bailyn cited in McPherson, 1976, p. 154).
The AMA itself was nonsectarian though dominated by Congregationalists. It
excluded Unitarians, Universalists and to a large degree Episcopalians and Quakers (Jones,
1992, p. 18). It began in 1839 when the Tappan brothers, future AMA leaders, formed the
Amistad Committee to fundraise for legal counsel to free the captives of the Amistad.
Missionaries associated with the Amistad Committee went to Africa with the Union
Missionary Society, one of the three missionary societies that would merge in 1846 to form
the AMA. The AMA focused specifically on getting more missionary groups to take on the
abolitionist cause. By 1861, it was organized and ready to respond to the needs of escaped
slaves, and it sent agents to Fortress Monroe, VA. By 1864 the AMA had sent 250
teachers and missionaries to assist the freedmen. Agents numbered 353 by 1866, and 532
by 1868 (Richardson, 1986).

45

AMA ideology was in some ways radical and also mainstream (Jones, 1992).
Similar to other reform societies, the AMA focused on character reform and “moral suasion
as a means of social change” (Jones, p. 20). AMA views on race, however, were outside
the norms of the mainstream. Its radical views on race stemmed from the perception of
slavery as evil, and the salvation of the nation depended on its abolition. The nation also
owed a huge debt to those who had been exploited for their labor. Black people deserved
full citizenship and, theoretically at least, social equality, and this equality would come
through Christian education. Once education served these purposes, the nation would be
redeemed (Richardson, 1986, p. 20); thus, education, national identity, and religion were
intertwined.
When it came to the application of its ideology to the daily practice of schools and
community living, the AMA falls short of its ideals and therefore remains closer to patterns
of the mainstream culture. Race prejudice, for example, manifested itself in many ways
within the AMA. The AMA did not fully support Black suffrage because it was thought
Blacks needed more education. Black cultural patterns, especially their religious
expression, were looked down upon. The AMA didn’t hire many Black teachers, and
when it did it made them assistants to White teachers. Black principals and teachers were
not promoted (Jones, 1992; Richardson, 1986). The AMA justified such actions by
capitalizing on views held by some Blacks that White teachers were better trained;
therefore, they should be the ones to get schools established. Then Black teachers could be
hired (Richardson, 1986, p. 208). In AMA housing, the educators did not live up to the
tenets of social equality, for Whites put pressure on each other, especially on newly arrived
White teachers, not to socialize with their Black students or their families. In AMA homes,
Whites often treated Black domestics badly (Richardson, 1986; Jones, 1992; Beam, 1967).
Furthermore the AMA colluded with government policies which kept Blacks in their place
and emphasized individual character reform rather than challenge systemic oppression
(Jones, 1992 , p. 28 and p. 202).
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On the other hand, the AM A is credited with many accomplishments, often of a
systemic nature. The AMA oversaw war relief efforts, advocated for better treatment of
Blacks by the military, helped Blacks buy land, advocated and acted to get civil and
political rights for the Freedmen, established schools, and contributed to the fight for
universal public education in the South (Richardson, 1986). In addition more than most
19th century Americans, the AMA and its agents “came closer to a full recognition of Black
rights and needs” (Richardson, 1986, ix). The efforts of the AMA consequently made
northerners and politicians more aware of the needs of Blacks and helped move the North
toward accepting the equality of Blacks and training them for citizenship (Jones, 1992).
The AMA established Southern normal (secondary) schools and colleges which provided
teacher training so Blacks could be their own educators (Richardson, 1986). While
Richardson states that the strongest message delivered by the AMA teachers was teaching
the freed people to help themselves, Anderson and Jones emphasize strongly that this value
of self help already existed among Black people as a dynamic of slave communities
(Richardson, 1986; Anderson, 1988; Jones, 1992). Thus, any success claimed by the
AMA for instilling this value was likely a shared achievement. Overall, however, the AMA
had power where Black people did not, and it used its influence to make political and
religious organizations responsive to the needs of the freed people of the South.
The second largest aid society was The American Freedmen’s Union Commission.
The AFUC was a secular agency though many of its members shared a religious ideology
with the AMA (Jones, 1992, p. 18). Influenced by Garrison, AFUC views on social
institutions were more radical than the AMA. Garrison felt religious and government
institutions were corrupt because they had established and maintained slavery. The
Constitution, for example, knowingly endorsed slavery. These national structures
therefore needed to be transformed. In contrast, the AMA believed the political and
economic system was basically good except for the stain of slavery (Jones, 1992, p. 22).
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Regardless of these different assessments of the national order, both groups felt education
would provide the freed men, women and children with the tools they needed to take their
rightful place but in a society that needed transformation in addition to the abolishment of
slavery (Jones, 1992).
One point of disagreement between the AMA and the AFUC erupted in a feud in
1866 regarding the role religion should play in the selection of teachers. The AMA placed a
priority on religious commitment.
The school teacher has very peculiar facilities for reaching the
Freedmen with sound religious instruction, that must not be lost.
None others can so readily win and retain their confidence. This is
pre-eminently true of those who, while they instruct them in letters,
and in the domestic arts... and all that pertains to this life, seek to
win them to Christ, and lead them in the way of life eternal. God
has thus by His providence indicated the combined work of
intellectual and religious instruction. . . {American Missionary,
Oct. 1866 cited in Morris, 1981, p. 63).
While the AMA required religious documentation for its teachers and an evangelical
commitment (as did the African Civilization Society), the AFUC did not. The AFUC
stressed the teaching of secular knowledge, and love of God and neighbor as guiding
principles, but it left the teaching of religious specifics and evangelical goals to the churches
(Morris, 1981, pp. 60 & 266). Interestingly, the AMA overall was closer to the religious
orientation of the freedmen than the secular AFUC (Richardson, 1986, p. 73).
In contrast to both of these larger groups, specific Protestant denominations also
sponsored schools. Methodist Episcopal, American Baptists and Presbyterians organized
schools but had as their priority increasing their denomination’s flock. In light of these
different priorities, Jones distinctively offers a rather unholy perspective of all church
groups:
Competition among northern, southern, and African groups often
resembled a violent political game, in which schools and new
church buildings were weapons and converted souls were prizes.
At times two of the groups would form a temporary alliance in order
to eliminate the third from a town or area. In these ruthless,
opportunistic struggles, doctrine played little part. Moreover, no
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group ever raised the possibility of racial integration as a serious
option; that would have eliminated all white support immediately
(1992, p. 156).
Regardless of the competition among groups, they faced similar challenges. With a
shortage of funds, the freedmen’s aid societies were glad to have the support of the
Freedmen’s Bureau, established in March of 1865 as an overseer (Jones, 1992, p. 86).
Initially the Freedmen’s Bureau was to aid the refugees and to redistribute abandoned
lands. Very little land was redistributed, however. Another shortcoming was that the
Bureau supported labor contracts that kept Blacks in a caste position (Jones, 1992, p. 27;
Richardson, 1986, p. 115). Education wasn’t the primary focus of its mission; however it
was in the area of education that the Bureau had a more positive impact largely due to the
vision of the first Commissioner, Oliver B. Howard and Reverend John Alvord, a former
army chaplain and abolitionist. Howard appointed superintendents for each state and made
John Alvord General Bureau Superintendent of Education.
Historians look at the Bureau from different perspectives. Morris elaborates on the
infrastructure of the Bureau as it served education, and Richardson stresses the influence of
the FB on education through its close relationship particularly with the AMA, but also with
the AFUC. Jones emphasizes the Bureau’s focus on cost effectiveness. Understaffed and
underfunded, the Bureau attempted to centralize its efforts. Concentrating on education in
urban areas meant a few teachers could reach more students, and there would be more
influence over Black communities through such organization. The FB also considered
construction of buildings a wise investment.
Much of the educational work of the Freedmen’s Bureau is known from the
centralized reporting system that was put in place by Alvord. In six-month reports, from
1865-1870, Alvord offers details of general trends and progress by states. State
superintendents give summaries of the activities in their region including instances of White
violence. Alvord synthesizes these reports and offers recommendations and compiles data:
numbers of schools; numbers of teachers, White and Black; numbers of students; attrition
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numbers; numbers of students in each subject; numbers of school buildings; fundraising
numbers; numbers for expenditures; numbers for tuition income. Throughout these reports
are repeated statements that more could be done if resources were available: schools, texts,
and above all teachers.
Though education was not its primary goal, the Freedman’s Bureau offered support
in many ways. Some Bureau agents held dual positions with the AMA, so close was the
association, much to the consternation of the AFUC (Richardson, 1986). “Almost every
association, college, normal and secondary school was partially built with Bureau funds”
(Richardson, 1986, p. 83). On a short term basis, the Freedmen’s Bureau offered
protection to teachers, not only from Confederates but also from the Union army whose
members were not always sympathetic to the plight of the Freedmen. The Bureau also
helped place northern teachers in schools and transported them to and from the North and
even appointed a few Bureau agents as principals, whose salaries they then could pay.
The Bureau gave surplus buildings to be used for schools and even deeded some property
to educational associations and to states with the specific statement that the deeds were
granted “forever to educational purposes” (Richardson, 1986, p. 83). Thus, the Bureau’s
contributions to education were multifaceted.
Educational Objectives of the Northern Sponsors
Literacy was the most urgent educational need for newly liberated southern Blacks
in the 1860s. Regardless of the time period or the sponsoring organization, literacy was an
overarching goal of all educational endeavors from the North. While literacy was the
focus, a hidden curriculum came along with it. Richardson makes a distinction between the
educational, political and religious goals which were overt, and a social goal which was
hidden: make the freedmen in the image of Whites (1986, p. 22). Carter Woodson (1990,
p. 17) concurs that the goal was to transform the freed people. Black people were seen as
uncivilized and needed Whites to teach them “values and rules of civil society” (Anderson,
1988, p. 6). This view was expressed by Alvord who reported, “They are to become a

50

people which in time past were not a people... equal endowments substantially with equal
culture will produce that equality common to all mankind.” Though this statement
expresses equality of endowments, those will not be realized until freed men and women
acquire equal culture through appropriate schooling (July 1867, p. 4).
Northern values were at the core of these notions of equal culture and the education
it spawned: punctuality, thrift, cleanliness, self-control, self-reliance, work ethic, religious
devotion and love of country. Jones emphasizes that these values were rooted in Calvinism
of an earlier period and reinforced by the emerging industrial economy of the North. As
such, there were limitations to the transferability of these values. The northern industrial
and southern agricultural contexts operated on different cultural norms, and the economics
of the South based on slavery further distanced these two worldviews (Jones, 1992).
The Protestant work ethic specifically was a dominant value in the North. One
needed to work hard to succeed and live a good life; thus the emphasis of the northerners
was to make sure the newly freed did not become dependent. This overarching fear
dictated much of the northerners’ emphasis on self-help, even when the freed people were
destitute. Jones maintains that the work ethic, linked to the industrial transition of the
North, rewarded neither northern factory workers nor southern freedmen. Systemic
barriers limited opportunities for Black people so saving and investing in the future did not
necessarily pay off as they had little money to buy land or acquire goods. Policy makers
and teachers of the freedmen ignored this reality (Jones, 1992).
In the overall assessment of schools, there is agreement among historians that the
intended purpose of the educators was to impose a northern educational framework around
policies and practices of schooling. The role of the common school in the north was to
promote social stability, especially when there was so much social and economic change
occurring. What did not register with the northerner educators, was the difference that the
south was already stratified by race and class and the southern economy was not going
through rapid economic change (Jones, 1992, p. 77). Without examining their
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assumptions, the northerners seemed to act on what they knew and proceeded to duplicate
patterns and practices that were in place for northern schools and society.
Reception of Northern Educators by Southern Whites
Southern Whites objected to the Yankee teachers because they were seen as
invaders preparing Blacks to assume a different position in society. Advocating social
equality and a political voice as well as degrading southern tradition’s subjugation of Black
people, the teachers were seen as foreigners imposing their will on a conquered people.
Indeed, northerners taught Blacks to resist southern Whites’ oppression. Southerners saw
freedmen’s education leading to suffrage which would threaten their economic and political
control (Richardson, 1986, p. 214; Anderson, 1988, p. 4). More specifically, poor whites
saw Blacks as competition for farmland and bank loans (Jones, 1992, p. 58).
Anderson emphasizes that small White farmers, White industrialists, and White
laborers were indoctrinated by the planter class and did not care about education of their
children until they were forced into it because of the progress Blacks were making (1988, p.
4).
Education for poor Whites was also a point of contention among the northerners.
Morris notes a conflict within the AFUC where AFUC societies in the West stressed the
education of Whites in the South as well as the education of Blacks. Garrison charged that
these western AFUC societies cared more about Whites’ education at the expense of the
Freedmen (Morris, 1981, pp. 57-58). Though all the northern established schools were
open to Whites, there was often too much pressure from the local Whites for any one to
attend. When Elizabeth Botume asked one White mother why she had withdrawn her child
from school, Botume reported on the mother’s lament:
... Southern White people had “made so much fuss” because she
allowed the children to go to a “nigger school”, she felt obliged to
take them away. She regretted this, for the children played all the
time with their colored companions.. .”1 would not care myself,
but the young men laugh at my husband. They tell him he must be
pretty far gone and low down when he sends his children to a
“nigger school”. That makes him mad, and he is vexed with me,
said the mother sadly (Botume, 1893, p. 258).
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Most southern Whites preferred no schooling to integrating Blacks and Whites in
classrooms (Richardson, 1986, p. 231). Furthermore, the planters’ interests and ideology
had dictated to poor Whites and middle-class Whites their role in society, and their
subservient roles did not require education. The apathy of poor Whites was only slightly
challenged as Blacks made progress after the war. By the 1880s when Blacks had made
significant gains, poor Whites began to challenge the planters’ stance, and their organized
protest emerged in the Populist Party. Southern middle-class Whites did not organize
around their own educational interests until early in the 20th Century. Black educational
achievement had challenged the myth of White supremacy by then, but before and after the
war, most poor Whites and middle class Whites were indifferent to education in general
(Anderson, 1988, pp. 26-27; Alvord, 1866 &1869), and hostile to northern educators
teaching the freed men, women and children.
Two exceptions to this general pattern of southern White hostility to the northerners
were evident. Among poor Whites in Georgia, some of the hill people were pro-Union.
As yeomen farmers, some of them deserted from the Confederate army and organized
against the southern power structure. For children from such families, some of whom
became refugees in Union occupied territory, Alvord documents schools in Virginia
sponsored by the Soldiers’ Memorial Society of Boston. In North Carolina the American
Unitarian Association of Boston joined with the Soldiers’ Memorial to open a school for
poor whites in Wilmington North Carolina (July 1868, pp. 18-20).
Besides those southerners sympathetic to the North, there were some White
progressive community leaders who came around to supporting education of formerly
disenfranchised Blacks and Whites, but most southerners wanted to be in control of the
education that was offered in order to eliminate northern politics from schooling. Some
southern Whites also thought schooling would make future Black and White industrial
workers in the South more content and education would be a tool to socialize workers to
maintain the racial hierarchy (Anderson, 1988, p. 27).
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Northern Sponsored Schools in the South
As the war was ending, meeting the physical needs of the refugees and freedmen
was central to the educator’s role. Supplies came from the North and were often
distributed by the teachers. Families were cold and hungry and without necessary clothing
and shelter. Medical attention was also badly needed, and teachers often dispensed what
little medicine there was. Attending to the physical needs of the freedmen also meant at
times the teachers had to protect the refugees/freedmen and themselves from some members
of the Union army who threatened Blacks, stole their possessions and food, and committed
other atrocities (Jones, 1992; Forten, 1988; Towne, 1968). Laura Towne was annoyed at
the prices that the Blacks were charged for goods that came from the North. “I do not like
the prices fixed on goods at all. In some cases they are higher than in Philadelphia. Send
me things marked private and I will fix my own prices. Then I can dispose of it as I
please” (1912, pp. 18-19). Botume too notes the high prices set by northern plantation
managers. She criticized uncaring superintendents who did more “to unsettle and
dishearten than to help:” White planters who broke their contracts with the laborers and left
the freed people destitute, cold-hearted Bureau agents who denied food to hard-working
Black people but gave White planters food at reduced rates, and officials charging back
taxes about which the freed people had never been informed (1968, pp. 220-225 & 278279). Botume recalled one sympathetic officer who told her, “All the good the Yankee
teachers do to the freedmen is neutralized by the harm done to them by the Yankee
sharpers” (1968, p. 261). Nevertheless, in the midst of such struggles, teaching and
learning did occur.
Challenges of Schooling in the Aftermath of the War
In spite of the overwhelming obstacles of the 1860s, the freed people were eager to
learn and teachers taught. Everywhere there was consistent and frequent testimony about
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the eagerness of Black students, old and young alike, to go to school. Over and over again
Blacks expressed the sentiment captured by one sea islander, “Us wants book-laming, too,
bad” (Botume, 1968, p. 63).
Physical Space. While the war was ending, creating schools was physically
challenging. Schools were located anywhere space was available: in the mins of a burned
out church, an abandoned army hospital, deserted buildings, even former chicken coops,
or an old Confederate boxcar, the site of Atlanta University’s beginning. Inadequate
heating and lighting were common. There were few desks or seats, maps, books or
blackboards.
Class Size and Attendance. Classes were large, sometimes 200 in urban areas and
100 in rural settings and frequently students numbered 70-135 with only one teacher.
Laura Towne, for example, describes the frustration and fatigue of 200 students being in
one room, divided into level groupings, all reciting their lessons at once. A wide range of
ages and abilities challenged the teachers. In addition, attendance was inconsistent as
parents often needed the income from their children’s work to survive. Many students
walked two to eight miles to get to school, and in cold weather they could not always make
the trip, especially if they had no shoes. Children were sometimes frost-bitten.
Day schools served mostly children while night schools and Sabbath schools
continued to be an important avenue for many of the adults. Teachers would teach six
hours in the day and two at night. Progress for adults was slow, however. Six years after
northern teachers first went South, Alvord was still hoping to provide a spelling book and
Bible for every family. “Perusal of these books offer at least some form of teaching
beyond classes if children would teach adults who could not attend school” (January 1867,
p. 37 and July 1867, p. 80). Botume’s experience reinforces this hope as parents
pondered over the few books available at school and were pleased at their children’s
opportunity for schooling: “I am mighty proud de children can git larnin. I tries to lam
from dem myself a little every night” (1968, p. 140).

55

Health Conditions. Disease was everywhere after the war. Outbreaks of measles,
mumps, whooping cough, pneumonia, and dysentery were common, and epidemics of
yellow fever and other diseases such as malaria and typhoid threatened everyone,
regardless of race or status. Fever and diarrhea were common. Richardson maintains
disease killed more White teachers than White violence, and he also notes southern Black
workers suffered equally from health problems (1986, p.175). Death was on the doorstep
of the freed people for a long time. Elizabeth Botume noted in her retrospective, First Days
Amongst the Contraband (1968), that she was often called on “to funeralize the body” for

a newly deceased family member. Sarah Jane Foster noted the frequent deaths of children.
Into the 20th century, death remained a community presence. Lura Beam, teaching in the
South between 1908 and 1911, made the following observations:
Calling in homes, I discovered that illness and deaths were
landmarks in the family history. They talked about them as whites
talk about operations and trips to Europe. Very likely their attitude
was shaped by tuberculosis... They never heard of any recoveries;
the disease meant death. . . (1968, p. 183).
Beam further noted that if physical disease was not the cause of death, a broken spirit
could be (1968, pp. 184-191).
Danger. Violence affected everyone. Southern Whites, in the first phase of the
northern invasion particularly, resisted the education of the freed men, women and
children. Black students were stoned going to and from school. They were beaten,
kicked, cut, and bruised. Schools were vandalized and sometimes burned. The Klan
whipped some Black teachers and murdered others. The northern White teachers were also
harassed with sneers, taunts and insults. Some teachers were shot at and had to arm
themselves, and though violence waned at times, it never disappeared. In the last six
months of 1866, Alvord reports schoolhouses in seven different Tennessee towns were
burned but all were rebuilt “larger and better than before” (Jan. 1867, p. 32), a testimony to
the self-determination of the local Black people. Between 1870 and 1879 northern
Methodists alone documented 34 attacks on their missionaries and teachers: 19 victims
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were White and 15 victims were Black; four Blacks and three Whites were killed
(McPherson, 1976, p.174). Into the next century Beam gains insights about her position
as a White person from hearing stories about race riots in Wilmington in 1898: “The riot
stories gave me my first understanding of how danger might come to others from
something I could say or do. Danger gave me a brightening of perception; I meant to stop a
long way before risk” (Beam, 1967, p. 28). Violence and the threat of violence were (and
are) constant residents of the South.
Social Isolation bv Southern Whites. Less violent but also real for the northern
Whites was the hostility of southern Whites. They often refused to board northern
teachers. Shopkeepers refused to give credit to northern White teachers and sometimes the
mail of White teachers was opened. White teachers were ostracized at church as well as
harassed on the street. One result of this Southern White hostility was that northern White
teachers did not look to other Whites for approval and relied upon other White teachers
and/or the freed people. The hostility they endured became a measure of the teachers’
moral commitment, “for the more teachers offended native whites, the more they became
convinced that they were engaged in a great and holy task.” Furthermore, southern White
hostility became the basis of a unique teacher/student bond against a common enemy
(Jones, 1992, pp. 83 &134-5).
Living Situations
Housing arrangements varied. Many northern White teachers lived in mission
housing for northern educators. These enclaves became a refuge from southern white
hostility. At the same time these homes often became an inbred community where pettiness
and self-righteousness created tensions (Richardson, 1986, pp. 180-181; McPherson,
1975, p. 173). Male supervisors lamented over the challenges of keeping peace in these
homes of mostly women residents (Jones, 1992, p. 182).
Some teachers preferred to live in rural areas and work by themselves. Their living
situations varied from living with local Black families, some of whom were unsympathetic
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to the northerners’ presence, living with White families, in hotels, or even in their schools.
(Jones, 1992, p. 185; Richardson, 1986, p. 173) Loneliness, uncomfortable travel, poor
diets, and rustic housing offered challenges not encountered in the cities and some of the
towns. Still, Jones points out that most “pioneer women” had complete control of their
schools and rose to the challenge of assuming administrative responsibility and enjoyed
deciding for themselves about social relationships with the freed people, often ignoring the
cautions of White male officials (Jones, 1992, pp. 188-189). Since these living
arrangements were not cost effective for organizations, pioneer women often had short
stays in rural areas. Laura Towne, who independently bought one of the deserted
plantations on the Sea Islands, was probably an exception. She did become a local
superintendent and remained in charge of her own school.
One question which remains unanswered is how interpersonal dynamics among the
northern Whites and different living situations affected teacher performance.
Curriculum
Most northern teachers taught basic literacy skills, arithmetic and geography.
Elizabeth Botume refers to the goal of students being able to count beyond 20 and then to
100. Sarah Jane Foster comments on spelling and vocabulary and she made special note
when students could spell three and four letter words. Charlotte Forten comments on
receiving alphabet books and picture cards from northern supporters. Laura Towne, when
she first arrives in Beaufort in 1862, notices northern White teachers teaching school
children their letters and spelling one syllable words.
Patriotic songs were also part of the curriculum. These songs often glorified the
North at the expense of the South. Some teachers taught about John Brown and Toussaint
L’Ouverture (Foster, 1990; Forten, 1988). Such challenges to White domination
contributed to the protests of southern Whites.
Some teachers taught religion, in a general rather than denominational sense while
for others saving souls was sometimes more important than reading and writing
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(Richardson, 1986, p. 44). Botume and Towne, for example, do not emphasize
conversion as central to their teaching, though Laura Towne and Charlotte Forten make
several references to teaching Bible verses and hymns. In contrast, the evangelical teacher
Sarah Jane Foster made frequent references to bringing her students “from darkness into
light” as they became Christians, and she worried when she was not successful in doing
so.
Beam, Botume, Towne and Foster all attended Black churches, in contrast to many
White teachers who were uncomfortable worshipping with Blacks. White northerners’
general responses to Black religious expression were negative. The religious gatherings of
Black people on the Sea Islands were described as “shouts” which combined dance and
song, a norm which was in stark contrast to the somber services of most Protestant sects.
These differences of expression, moreover, reflected a fundamentally different religious
orientation. The northern White teachers came from a religious tradition emphasizing
personal guilt and self denial while Black people’s religious expression emphasized joy and
hope, salvation and liberation, which had served them well under slavery (Richardson,
1986, p. 143; Jones 1992; McPherson, 1975, pp. 148-149). The freed people maintained
allegiance to their own church communities though a minority of Black people did become
Congregationalists, Methodists and Presbyterians. Though Whites generally were
uncomfortable in the Black churches, some did attend (Richardson, 1986, p. 219), but
generally Whites gave up trying to change the religious rituals of Black people. Teachers
felt it was their duty, nevertheless, to teach right and wrong.
The general northern White missionary perception was that slavery had not allowed
Black people to function as independent, moral people. Thus, they needed to develop an
inner moral sense and change behaviors learned in bondage: ignorance, laziness, lying,
stealing, drinking, sex, smoking and bad language (Jones, 1992). Many White
northerners, however, failed to appreciate the context of some of these patterns. Lying, for
example, was a far more complex phenomenon than simple truth telling. Lura Beam
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gained insight when a Black mother confided to Beam about the lessons she gave her child,
“I tell her not to lie except to White people”(1967, p. 11). Sarah Jane Foster noted, “At
first in the day school I found slight falsehoods continually told, evidently from habit, to
avoid punishment or blame” (1990, p. 36). Survival or avoidance of physical punishment
often dictated such a response, but the obsession with morality on White people’s terms
was constant. In January of 1868, one of Alvord’s recommendations in his report on the
schools sums it up: “Please report on the moral condition of the freedmen in all respects”
(p. 51). “In all respects” meant not only in school but also in family life the teachers should
be involved.
Teachers made home visits to instruct about domestic chores and they tried to curtail
drinking, card playing, dancing and other recreational activity on the Sabbath. Missionary
teachers preached temperance among adults and organized the Vanguard of Freedom, a
temperance group for students. In January 1868, Alvord documented 44 children’s
societies with 3,000 members, though such efforts met with limited success. Laura
Towne, however, describes an active effort. She wrote,
I have often wanted to tell you of our temperance society. We were
afraid when we first started it that our big boys would not join, for
the whiskey-shop influence was great; but now all have come in, —
every one, I think. We have regular meetings every fortnight.
Ellen is president. Mrs. Strong, Lizzie Hunn and I vice presidents
... We have taught the children temperance songs, and now we are
beginning to have regular amusement — that is original
compositions on Temperance read, and pieces spoken (1912, p.
217).
Besides temperance, religion and traditional curricular content in schools, values of
thrift, hard work, punctuality and manners were stressed regardless of how evangelical the
teacher. Jones describes daily classrooms in Georgia beginning with lessons on
cleanliness and discipline. She notes the use of bells for silence to maintain order and
consequently passivity (1992, pp.l 10, 122-23). In 1867, Elizabeth Botume noted
“marked improvement in cleanliness and appearance” (1968, p. 228), and she observed her
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students’ lack of time consciousness. Laura Towne noted that children could not attend
Miss Walker’s school unless “they were decently clad” (1912, p. 19). Over fifty years
later, Lura Beam found similar values stressed:
The school’s atmosphere was sharply different from that of the
child’s world outside. The skies fell on the one who was tardy, the
one who let a piece of paper flutter on the campus, the one who did
not sweep under the bed. Unnatural demands for order,
cleanliness, and punctuality stalked like wolves in waiting (1967, p.
134).
Teachers and students were often evaluated in terms of how orderly their classrooms were
so it is not surprising that bells and discipline were a major focus (Jones, 1992, p. 125). In
terms of students, good manners were seen as a sign of spiritual progress (Jones, 1992, p.
123).
Classroom Discipline
Classroom discipline of younger students is a controversial issue among historians.
White teachers were teaching large numbers of young students who had never been to a
formal school before. Richardson contends discipline was a minor problem compared to
other problems and that the threat of expulsion was the most widely used strategy to keep
students attentive. Some teachers won over rambunctious students with kindness or public
praise. Others tried public censure or shame. Physical force was a last resort (Richardson,
1986, p. 48). Morris agrees with Richardson’s overall assessment about discipline and
states that educators attributed too much to education since Blacks never were exceptionally
disorderly or vengeful and many already realized their responsibilities (1981, p. 211).
White teachers’ writings, however, suggest that discipline was a daily challenge for
them (Jones, 1992, p. 125). Though AM A and AFUC policy prohibited the use of
physical punishment, which was too reminiscent of the slavemaster’s power, it was a
strategy used at times by exasperated teachers and at the request of parents who had
accepted it as the way to discipline. Though Laura Towne did not allow physical
punishment, she offers testimony that other teachers did.
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Miss W. has been sick and I have taught her school. Did very well,
but once heard a slash and found Betty with a long switch whipping
two of the girls. I soon stopped that and told them I had come here
to stop whipping, not to inflict it. Aleck, that “limb” stopped in
front of the desk and harangued me in orator style to prove that
Betty was authorized by Miss Nelly (1912, p. 37).
Sarah Jane Foster repeatedly expresses anguish about discipline. She tries ridicule, “the
dunce’s bench”, laughter, and frequently considers whipping though just as frequently
decides against it. When she does resort to it, however, it troubles her: “I tremble now
from exertion. I dreaded it terribly when I knew I had got to do it” (1990, p. 47). In her
second school, parents encourage Foster to be more strict in general and she learns the
children also expect her to be. “They really like a teacher better who compels them to
perfect obedience. I followed the theory at once on acquaintance, and it worked well. I
grew to like some of my pupils very much, and the attachment was mutual” (1990, p.104).
It is not quite clear from this entry, however, how she “compels them to perfect
obedience.” Elizabeth Botume also got messages from parents that they preferred strict
discipline. One Black parent said the teachers were “too kind-hearted. He wanted his
children ‘licked in school.’ When they were ‘licked’ he was sure they learned well” (1968,
p. 257).
From her later experience as a teacher in the early 20th century, Beam lends support
to discipline as a continued conflict for White and Black teachers. When she sent a child
home for punishment, for example, the grandfather took the child back to school and asked
Beam to use the strap if the child did not learn. “Colored teachers were defeated by this
faith in corporal punishment. They said old people were hopeless; whipping would go on
in homes until slavery’s generation was gone” (1967, p. 12).
Jones suggests a different interpretation of teachers’ discipline during the period of
Reconstruction. She concludes that discipline demanded a major focus of teachers’ energy
because of the northern values of self control, respect for authority, order, and a narrow
view of acceptable personal behavior (Jones, 1992). For the most part White teachers
experiences were tied to their northern middle class norms, and most teachers had taught
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children of middle -class Yankee professors and farmers from New England and the
Midwest. Teachers were, therefore, unprepared to respond to a different population (1992,
p. 118). Given the legacy of slavery, it is difficult to tease out where the demand for
physical punishment is a manifestation of internalized oppression and where it is a
manifestation of different cultural meanings attached to corporal punishment.
The Teaching Force in Northern Sponsored Black Schools
Morris (1981) contends that northern teachers formed the backbone of Black
education in the South during Reconstruction. Anderson (1988) acknowledges the
contributions of northern teachers to have been significant during the immediate aftermath
of the war but stresses their decline in numbers and importance after Reconstruction.
Richardson (1986) says Black teachers were as important as White teachers to the AM A.
Specifically, AMA policy was to hire Blacks where possible, and by 1865 Black teachers
were essential in AMA schools (Richardson, 1986, p. 189). Though the AMA did hire
Black teachers, they had to meet the same criteria as Whites, even though their
circumstances and opportunity for training were entirely different (Jones, 1992, p. 69).
Moreover, Black teachers were often hired as assistants and not promoted as principals
though some did become agents of the AMA (Richardson, 1986; Jones, 1992).
Black Teachers
The largest number of these Black AMA teachers were from the north, though their
numbers were always small in proportion to White missionaries and teachers. In 1868-69
they were at their highest number, 51, out of an approximate total of 532 AMA agents in
the South and border states (Richardson, 1986, pp. vii, 191 & 198). Northern Blacks
expressed a desire to “uplift the race” and held the belief that Blacks could lead their own
people better than Whites. As a sixteen-year-old, for example, Charlotte Forten studied to
aid me in fitting myself for laboring in a holy cause, for enabling me to do much towards
changing the condition of my oppressed and suffering people” (Forten, 1988, p. 67). Ten
years later she went South to teach.
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Black college students were also part of the pool of Black teachers. Students from
Lincoln University in Pennsylvania became summer school teachers. Nine volunteered in
1867, 8 in 1868, and 28 in 1869. (Morris, 1981, p. 113). Black Oberlin graduates became
teachers as did students from Berea College (Richardson, 1986).
Free Blacks in the south had long been teachers as has been noted, though they had
less formal education than northern Blacks. In Georgia, 200 Black Georgians were
teachers. The Black women teachers were young (teens and twenties) and single, and
though their salary was often a supplement to family income, they did experience some
financial and social independence from it. The Black men were slightly older, married as
well as single. Teaching was appealing for its opportunity to enhance the race and/or to
enhance personal status (Jones, 1992, p. 63). Over time southern Blacks trained in AMA
schools became a more important source of teachers. Northern teachers, Black and White,
declined in numbers after 1870, and many northern Blacks moved out of education into
better paying jobs (Richardson, 1986, p. 198).
Richardson contends that Black schools offered the best education for Black people
as was the case in Fayetteville, NC and in Amite City, LA (1986, p. 194). He and
Anderson also feel that Black teachers were the most effective because they could relate
better to their students and to the community (Richardson, 1986, p. 191; Anderson, 1988).
... as a rule they better understood freedmen, more easily fitted
into the community, and could live with fellow blacks without
provoking southern white fears of social equality. More important,
they went into areas whites feared to enter. The AMA without
apology located blacks where it assumed whites would be unsafe
and could not find suitable places to live. Hundreds of black men
and women either trained or employed by the association labored in
obscurity and often in poverty in outlying areas that otherwise
would have lacked schools. In the crusade to educate former
slaves, blacks were heroes and heroines quite as much as the more
famous Yankee teachers (Richardson, 1986, p. 209).
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Black students progressed better in Black schools where their Black teachers expressed
racial pride, were involved in the community, set high academic standards and understood
the students better than White teachers (Rabinowitz, 1974; Anderson, 1988; Richardson,
1986).
White Teachers
Not all White teachers were from the North. A small number of southern Whites
supported education for Blacks while others simply needed jobs. Even before the War
some southern Whites taught Sabbath schools, most notably a Mrs. Douglass in Virginia,
who believed that Blacks had a right to learn to read the Bible. After she expanded her
Sabbath school to include a weekday schedule, she was arrested, tried and jailed in 1852
(Foner and Pacheco, 1984). After the War many southern Whites were economically
forced to teach, women because they were widowed by the war, and men because they had
lost their property or were former Confederate soldiers who needed jobs. Laura Towne
records meeting two of these teachers at a church service. “They were tawdrily dressed
.. .and were in the war undoubted rebels. Indeed, we hear that they whip the children in
their school and make them call them “massa” and “missus, as in the old time” (1912, p.
178).
Other southern White teachers were actually supportive of education for Blacks. In
Georgia, the largest number of such teachers came from Whites who had never owned
slaves and/or did not support the confederacy (Jones, 1992, p. 78). Still others argued that
it was more economical to have southern Whites teach and it was a way to increase white
support for the schools (Morris, 1981, p. 134). The AFUC supported southern Whites as
teachers as did the Protestant Episcopal church (Morris, 1981, pp. 134 &140). Alvord felt
southern White teachers were better than no teachers, and they would improve with
experience as well as prepare the south eventually to take over the free schools (July 1867
or 1968, p. 37). But when most northern Whites did leave, the southern Whites who
taught Blacks in urban areas were often the least competent because the best White teachers
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would not work in Black schools. In Nashville, some southern White teachers forbid their
Black students to recognize them in public (Rabinowitz, 1974, p. 578). Many Whites
simply refused to work with Blacks (Rabinowitz, 1974, p. 579), and Black teachers were
not allowed to teach White students (Rabinowitz, 1974). With an increasing number of
Black college graduates after Reconstruction, Black teachers needed jobs.
While a significant majority of the northern teachers in the post-war period were
White, the role of northern Whites in the education of southern Blacks should not be
exaggerated. For example, in Georgia between 1865 and 1870, northern teachers taught
only 5% of the school-aged population in any one year (Jones, 1990, p. 198). Over time
their numbers dwindled; by 1900 the number of northern White teachers was statistically
insignificant (Anderson, 1988.) Nevertheless, throughout the South, northern White
missionary teachers did make significant contributions to elementary schools in the
immediate post-war period.
Geographic Roots. In the aggregate, the location of the northern teachers’ home
base is somewhat disputed. McPherson emphasizes that the educators were New England
based, either because they lived there or took their New England abolitionist roots with
them to the Midwest. Morris is more specific in his identification of Massachusetts, New
York and Ohio as the majority of teachers’ points of departure for the South. Richardson
argues against the New England dominance and concludes that there were as many from
the Midwest as from New England. He contends that New England sent more teachers to
the coastal states of the South, while Midwesterners went inland (1986, p. 304).
One way regional differences mattered was seen in the living quarters. Tensions
between New Englanders and Midwesterners sometimes arose in the mission homes. At
Atlanta University, for example, one Midwesterner is cited as protesting against the rigid,
austere tenor of the New England educators while the New Englanders perceived some of
the mid-Westemers as being too friendly and too willing to joke with students. The degree
to which such cultural conflicts surfaced, however, appears generally unknown, nor is it
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clear what impact such differences had on student achievement. What is also not clear is
what differences in schooling occurred when a school was organized by mid-westerners as
opposed to New Englanders. Perhaps such distinctions are insignificant. More important
than regional identification may be class and religious identification. Gender identity may
be the most important factor of all. Gender dynamics among Whites wove a very complex
tapestry.
Class Background. Northern White teachers involved in Freedmen’s education
came from economically secure backgrounds. Such economic security was important as
teachers often had to pay their own way South and/or provide for themselves because their
pay was very low and often delayed. The low pay limited the involvement of men, who
had more opportunities open to them in the nation’s economy. Once hired, however, men
received much higher salaries than women, and unequal pay became a source of contention
for many women. Anna Snowden eventually quit when her protest for equal pay went
unheeded. Three years later, Amy Williams, another one of the few female principals
(Storrs School in Atlanta) made the same protest which also went unheeded (Jones, 1992,
pp. 105 &181).
Gender Identity. The majority of northern White teachers were White women. As
noted, women could be paid less and they already dominated in northern classrooms. They
were seen as particularly fitted for the role of helping the poor and suffering and elevating
Black women. The AMA also assumed that White women were safer while White men
were “fair game for the work of midnight bands” (Richardson, 1986, p. 166).
In spite of their adventuresome spirit, most of the White women teachers remained
in secondary roles as classroom teachers while the men, mostly ministers, became
superintendents or principals (Jones 1992; Richardson 1986). In Georgia, for example,
one fifth of the northerners were men who held supervisory positions. Since women had
little contact with the northern officials who made the decisions, they had little input into
decisions that affected their school (Jones, 1992, pp. 54-95). This pattern can be seen as a

67

reflection of the shift in the teaching profession overall, where the development of
supervisory positions held by men resulted in women teachers having less control over
how teaching was done and over many conditions of their work (Preston, 1991, p. 6). In
general, during this period, women were not seen as competent educational administrators
(Jones, 1992, p. 10; Preston 1991) though many women in the South were more capable
and more educationally experienced than the men who supervised them (Richardson, 1986,
p. 169; Jones, 1992, p. 107). Some women, however, hardly fell silent in the South.
Some protested against supervisor’s incompetence and against unequal and often delayed
pay. They refused to do extra work when they were already over extended, and they
criticized unfair decisions from above (Richardson, 1986, p. 170; Jones, 1992, p. 107).
Religious Identity. Religion was also a significant factor in the selection of
teachers. Most of the northerners were Protestants, as the major benevolent associations
and the Freedmen’s Bureau exhibited the anti-Catholic and anti-immigrant sentiments of the
Nativist period (Morris, 1981, 80). AMA teachers especially had to be recommended by
their churches, and some Protestant Churches sponsored individual teachers. Alvord
notes, however, that some of the church-sponsored volunteers were not trained enough as
teachers (July 1867, p. 77).
Professional Identity. Most of the teachers were White single women in their
twenties from farming or professional families (Richardson, 1986, p. 167). For example
in 1866, 89 of 105 White women hired by the AMA were already professional teachers,
though most did not have experience with Black students (Richardson 1986; Jones 1992).
Anna Gardner was an exception to the profile of White female teachers. Her family
sheltered fugitive slaves on Nantucket. At age 25 she organized the first anti-slavery
convention on the island where Frederick Douglass made his first public speech. As a high
school student, Gardner taught reading, writing and arithmetic at the African School and
later opened a school for Black children. At age 46 Gardner went south and stayed for 16
years working in North Carolina and Virginia. Not all of the teachers went South with
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Gardner’s commitment, however. Alvord notes that some teachers did not love the work,
were unable to adapt to the challenging conditions, and lacked physical, moral and
intellectual strength to meet the challenges they encountered (July 1867, p. 72). Jones
(1992) says some were eccentric and lazy.
Limitations of Northern White Women Teachers
Race prejudice affected how Whites saw themselves as well as how they saw
Blacks. Anderson points out three misperceptions of missionary teachers which reveal
their racist and ethnocentric views: They believed in their own superiority, they felt a
“special call” to teach Blacks that was based on “foolish self-confidence,” and they
wrongly felt prepared to meet the educational demands of freed men and women (1988,
p. 11). Richardson notes a broader range of categories which describe how Whites viewed
Blacks. Some were outright racists, and some were environmentalists who believed
differences were due to the conditions under which people lived. Others were romantic
racialists who saw Blacks as superior, for example, in emotional expression and music.
Some Whites had a combination of these racist attitudes. Regardless, most all were
paternalistic (1986, p. 185).
Whether male or female, White educators had not escaped society’s race prejudice.
For example, Black teachers were often not seen as competent because many had not had
formal training. The attitude was that Whites, by necessity, had to stay in charge. The
northerners were so fearful that Blacks would become dependent on charity that they
required contributions for the schools from parents even when Black people were barely
subsisting. Rural areas were the poorest, and Whites withdrew support when Black people
were unable to provide enough support for the schools (Jones, 1992, p. 69).
Interpersonally, teachers sometimes encouraged Black dependence rather than help them
become independent. For example, teachers gave advice on all almost every aspect of daily
life as if the freed women did not know how to take care of their own families or solve their
own problems (Richardson, 1986, p. 242-243). Lura Beam would later see this pattern in
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distant northern benefactors as well: “Women’s societies practiced a sort of Christian
cannibalism. Granting a girl a scholarship meant getting hold of a loved object to dominate
and to follow for the rest of her life” (1967, p. 118).
Many northern Whites held stereotypes which influenced their expectations of
students. First impressions revealed hidden assumptions. Laura Towne, for example,
remarked “I saw some very low-looking women who answered very intelligently contrary
to my expectations” (1912, p. 7). Sarah Jane Foster reveals putting stereotypes aside when
she writes, “I am satisfied that there is no lack of mental ability” (1990, p. 98). While
Foster and Towne overcame some of their stereotypes, many teachers evidently did not.
Not only did stereotypes influence student-teacher relationships, they also affected
the vision of policy makers for Blacks as a people. “They are evidently to be largely tillers
of the soil. To this they are habituated and for it they show a fondness” (Alvord, July
1867, p. 86). Nevertheless, many teachers constantly attested to the progress students
were making and that there was among Black students a range of student abilities common
to any groups of learners.
Motivations of Northern White Women Teachers
White women teachers went South for many reasons, and motivations often
overlapped. Religious calling was often the most obvious, and it significantly informed the
teachers’ political views. As women, the teachers also had new opportunities in the South.
Finally, individual circumstances and personal goals were part of the mosaic of motivating
factors.
Anti-Slavery Views. Guilt and Atonement. While the majority of White teachers
were not abolitionists, many did have anti-slavery views (Richardson, 1986, p.164). Laura
Towne provides a clear sentiment in this regard: “We have come here to do anti-slavery
work, and we think it noble work and we mean to do it earnestly” (1912, p. 8). Elizabeth
Botume recalled taking the Oath of Allegiance upon arrival at Hilton Head: “I felt that I
now belonged entirely to my country, to labor for that country’s good... I began then to
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realize the importance of the duties we owed to the poor, ignorant ex-slaves... These
were the people I had come to teach and to help. I had left all behind for their sakes, and I
was impatient to begin” (1968, pp. 34-35). Guilt also made its way into the mosaic of an
individual’s motivations, for it undergirded the goal of atonement which was necessary
because the North, too, was guilty of benefiting from slavery. (McPherson, 1976, pp.
163-164) Freeing the slaves meant freeing the nation from sin, for the North, too, was
complicit in slavery by its passivity (Jones, 1992, p. 22).
Faith. Religious inspiration guided many teachers who wanted to help, to do good,
and to serve God and the nation in doing so. Sarah Jane Foster, for example, called on
spiritual help from God and from God’s people on earth: “I feel that I need the earnest
prayers of all God’s people at home that I may get good and do good in this place. .. I
know that God is at work here” (1990,46 & 56). Though some AMA teachers were
missionaries or children of missionaries (Richardson, 1986,164), teachers who were not
so steeped in the evangelical tradition had other reasons for going South. Self-fulfillment,
for example, had both personal and youthful dimensions.
Self-Fulfillment. The decision for teachers to go South must be seen in the context
of women’s lives at the time. In the nineteenth century, there were few options for
educated women in the North, and by the middle of the century, so many women entered
the teaching profession that it became “women’s work”. Contrary to the narrow view of
teaching being an extension of mothering, many women chose teaching as the route to
becoming “an independent, self-confident woman” (Hoffman, 1981, p. 17). Teaching was
the only outlet for meaningful work, and educated, middle-class women found selffulfillment and satisfaction in having authority in their own classroom. From mid-century
on, teaching also offered women the opportunity “to travel, to live independently or in the
company of other women, and to attain economic security and a modest social status
(Hoffman, 1981, xvii). Teachers who chose to join the social movement to educate the
freed men, women and children in the South may not have been looking for economic
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security, for the pay was low and often delayed. These women did, however, find
adventure (Jones, 1990, p. 40). Lura Beam explains her decision to go South:
I had had no missionary interests or tradition whatever; I even
disliked the word “missionary”. In college I had avoided causes; I
had not even gone to watch the big Women’s Suffrage Parade. I
had never had a chance to notice Negroes. None lived where I
spent my childhood. . . The attraction was that I would be allowed
to teach the subjects mentioned in my notice from the Pratt
Teachers’ Agency, and I wanted to see a new part of the country. I
was twenty-one and I liked the unknown (1967, p. 3).
Years later, Beam would write, “My older eyes see that my stay in the South was perhaps
not entirely for the Negro or for the regional meaning or even for the loved landscape. It
was that journey within the self that youth makes only once” (1967, p. 229).
For other women, personal fulfillment came from escaping the dullness of northern
middle-class domestic life with its narrow social roles for women (Jones, 1992; Hoffman,
1981). By contrast, in the South, the teachers felt they were helping the nation atone for its
sins and doing God’s work. At the same time, they were having an adventure, exercising
independence in their classrooms, and living outside the confines of their father’s house
(Jones, 1992, pp. 40-43); thus they could be self-sacrificing and self-serving at the same
time (Jones, 1992,104). Though going south was a radical departure from their northern
peers, these women did share with other northern White women the value placed on
women’s taking responsibility for social cohesion (Jones, 1992, p. 40). The White
women teachers in the South exemplified the prescribed role for women of the times as
educators while they departed from the traditional settings where women ordinarily
functioned (Jones, 1992). In doing so, they often were the primary beneficiaries of any
emotional satisfaction from their work. In addition, some emotional satisfaction came from
going South with friends. Laura Towne, for example, worked closely with her friend
Ellen Murray who followed her to the Sea Islands, for soon after Towne arrived she wrote,
“I have set myself a hard task. I shall want Ellen’s help. We shall be strong together. I
shall be weak apart (1912, p. 8). When Ellen does arrive, Laura describes their meeting
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When Ellen came and I stood on the porch as she came up the steps
from the carriage, we shook hands very quietly and walked into the
parlor in the ordinary manner of acquaintances. It was not until we
were upstairs that we cut any capers of joy (1912, p. 66).
War Related Motivations. Some men went South as educators simply because they
needed a job as was the case with war veterans some of whom were disabled (Richardson,
1986; Morris, 1981) Some women teachers went to bear witness to the war deaths of their
husbands and brothers.
Contributions of Northern White Women Teachers
Jones’ conclusions about teachers’ effectiveness and contributions can be best
characterized by ambivalence. On an individual level, she acknowledges that teachers
contributed to literacy, enriched many individual lives and contributed to the political
awareness of the African American community (1992, p. 202), yet individually teachers
did not overcome their own cultural superiority and race prejudice nor could they reduce the
impact of southern racism (1992, p. 13).
Small’s study “The Yankee Schoolmarm in Freedmen’s Schools: An Analysis of
Attitudes”(1979), examines diaries and letters of three short-term teachers and seven
teachers who stayed three to seven years during Reconstruction. Additionally she includes
two teachers who stayed for life. Six women were in the Port Royal Region and other areas
of the Carolinas. She examines the work of the northern Whites mostly in the context of
southern White responses to them and their own northern attitudes towards Blacks. She
stresses the teachers’ emphasis on a work ethic and is critical of their insistence on Black
self-help in the midst of the post-war devastation. Small concludes that most northern
teachers were ambivalent about southern Blacks, assumed their cultural inferiority, did little
socializing with Blacks, had no vision of how southern Whites and Blacks would get
along, bought into a racial hierarchy which precluded practicing social equality even when
they advocated giving Black people such a chance. Politically, the teachers’ involvement
was minimal, and some even opposed suffrage. Aligned with Jones, Small concludes that
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no doubt future studies will reveal many teachers of the freedmen to
have been like these twelve: complex, even troubled; highly
motivated; more activist than the nineteenth century mode
prescribed.. .Not all the White females from the free states who
taught in freedmen’s schools were cocksure invaders. Some,
perhaps many, were ideologues unsure of their way in frequent
conflicts between prevailing customs and their own perceptions of
human values (1979, p. 402).
Hoffman (1981) makes a more positive assessment. While she acknowledges the
teachers’ paternalism, she emphasizes their history of heroism, self-sacrifice, and selffulfillment. She maintains that teachers’ anti-racism was different from northern norms,
that informal and respectful relationships developed with freed Blacks, that the teachers
taught “toward equality,” that their students gained knowledge and skills, and their
fundraising efforts supported the schools.
More aligned with Jones’ ambivalence than Small’s portrayal of confused women
or Hoffman’s positive portrayal, Richardson presents a spectrum of teachers’
contributions:
At their worst, paternalistic teachers gave black youth an
opportunity to gain literacy while assuring them by word and deed
that they really were inferior. At their best, they provided a good
education and became members of the black community, forming
warm relationships with students, parents, and friends that were
‘egalitarian in their impact’ (1986, p. 186).
Lessons Learned
In highlighting the work of four northern White women teachers, several patterns
emerge in their writings that suggest these White women were, perhaps, some of the more
able teachers among those who went South even though they had some of the paternalistic
patterns of most northern teachers. The purpose here is to identify strengths they exhibited
in interracial living and teaching which makes this history useful to teachers today. The
themes which run through their narratives are their willingness to learn from Black people
and to accept them on their own terms.
Perceptions of Black Women and Black Families. One outstanding observation
from the four diaries of White northern teachers who enjoyed their work is that their
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perceptions of Black people changed as a result of their sojourns in the South. To fully
appreciate their observations about Black women specifically, the attitudes of northern
policy makers need to be understood. The commitments of freedmen and women to each
other stand in stark contrast to the northern perceptions of the Black family, Black women
and their status in Black culture. For example, Alvord pays special attention to the plight of
Black women, and he appropriately expresses great regret about their degradation and
exploitation during slavery. However, his conclusions are problematic.
Every surrounding influence forced her back to the stupor and
brutality of the savage state.. . and the wonder is, that after two
hundred years of such influence, any trace of feminine delicacy
remains, or that girls, the offspring and imitators of such mothers,
are aught but degraded .. . Now that freedom has come, we must,
with a just appreciation of the causes of this ruin, lay plans of
recovery (July 1, 1868, pp. 75-76).
The plan of recovery which he recommends in this report includes girls departments in the
higher colored schools for special instruction and in female seminaries “where all can
receive in connection with intellectual culture, that refinement in virtue, that taste and idea
of domestic elegance, which, though in poverty, reveal their charms, and endow their
possessor of whatever rank with an undefined power always possessed by the well-bred
cultivated woman” (1868, 76). Alvord’s hope for Black women is similar to the model of
True Womanhood forced on White women mid-century: virtuous, self-sacrificing, passive
yet “sweetly persuasive,” pure, modest, nurturing, and domestic. He sees Black women
only in contrast to these norms, and some would argue today that Black women and White
women have continually been socially constructed in opposition to each other (Morrison,
1992). In the aftermath of slavery, however, northerner Whites did not have such an
analysis.
By 1873 the AMA was taking steps for White women to take on the task of
“recovery.” In an AMA pamphlet entitled Woman’s Work for the Lowly (1873), Black
and White women are pitted against each other in the “recovery” process. Placed on a
pedestal of purity and virtue, White women are given all the responsibility in the moral
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sphere while Black women are portrayed as immoral and blamed as “the supreme
obstacle.” Thus, Black women are seen as the central force to be redirected, and White
women teachers are appointed the directors. Guilt is heaped upon White women even
before they take on the task. White men conveniently remain on the sidelines. They do not
require themselves or other White men to take responsibility for the havoc inflicted on
Black women or for the economic circumstances under which they and their families labor
to survive.
But the work of works in the South is that of uplifting the colored
woman. All that we have hitherto done, has only served to
convince us that she is the supreme obstacle in the way to success
... Until we turn the weapons of our warfare upon this stronghold
of sin, and conquer it for Christ, we do nothing sure. For if
anything is certain in social ethics, it is that the moral condition of
woman determines the moral condition of society. Man can never
be elevated above the woman with whom he associates; we rise
only to the level of our mothers and sisters and wives. To this rule
the people of the South are no exception.. .We are slow to
recognize the effect of slavery on the woman of the enslaved race.
Slavery was war against her nature as woman. It struck a blow at
her wifehood, and motherhood, and womanhood. It took out of
her hand the keeping of her own purity. It made home impossible,
as it was impossible, almost that she should be virtuous and be a
slave, for slavery meant for her prostitution; as it meant guilt and
shame for those who prostituted her.. .she must perish if not
rescued. Christian ladies of the North have been touched with
sympathy for their heathen sisters, secluded and carefully guarded
as to their virtue and manners, in the homes of their parents and
husbands . . .We bring this work, then, to the Christian women of
the North, and we lay it upon their consciences, as we believe God
does.. .You, alone, can repair these terrible damages, and rescue
these abused ones from the demons of ignorance, and poverty, of
avarice, and lust. If you turn from them to remoter and fairer fields,
how will you answer it in the day when He maketh inquisition for
blood? (1873, pp. 8, 9,10)
In stark contrast to this portrayal of Black women by distant northern White men,
who express collective guilt about the rape and exploitation of Black women, some White
women teachers describe a very different experience. In 1866, Sarah Jane Foster made the
following observation about Black women and Black families:
I spoke of the efforts of parents to recover children who had been
away. One woman here has exerted herself to find her four children
at great expense, though dependent on her own labor altogether.
She has only been able to recover two, though she has made a
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journey to Richmond and back to try and obtain the others who
were sold away in that vicinity. Not only has she found those two,
but she has bought clothing for them, and has never drawn a ration
from the Bureau, though supporting her mother also. I know of
two young men who have gathered together their father and mother,
a sister and two infant children, and four nephews and nieces from
seven to fourteen years of age. By joint efforts the familydress
neatly and live entirely unaided .. .1 think that parallel cases among
us are rare, and yet we have been asked to believe that this race are
only fit for chattels, and that they felt separation as little as the
brutes. A deeper, darker falsehood was never palmed upon the
public. It contradicts itself at every state of our acquaintance with
them. Stronger domestic affection I never saw than some of them
exhibit (1990, p.104)
Foster’s observation not only gives testimony to family commitment but also to the
competence of Black women navigating the complex public terrain of the post-war period
to reunite and support their loved ones. A parallel public role for White women was
certainly not part of the cult of True Womanhood which positioned White women only in
the domestic arena. Due to Black women’s public presence, northern men could further
justify their goals to transform Black women into being better wives and mothers at home.
Elizabeth Botume commented on another phenomenon that illustrates extraordinary
family commitment: the earnestness with which families sought to reunite and the many
letters she was asked to write as part of such efforts. She further describes the stress of
couples after a second spouse had been taken because it was assumed the first spouse
would not return. When the first spouse did return, the first relationship was usually
honored, and this pattern was clearly the accepted norm. The northerners continued to
emphasize family responsibility as something the freed men and women had to acquire
though it was a value the freed men and women already had.
As local communities became more organized after the war, Black men were able to
assume political and religious duties. With respect for the talents of Black women, Botume
lamented that their competence was not rewarded with political opportunities to vote or hold
office:
We could not help wishing that since so much of the work was
done by the colored women,—raising the provisions for their
families, besides making and selling their own cotton, they might
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also hold some of the offices held by the men. I am confident they
would dispatch business if allowed to go to the polls. . . (Botume,
1968)
Laura Towne, too, would comment not only on Black women’s competency but also their
changing role as men gained more opportunities:
It is too funny to see how much more jealous the men are of one
kind liberty they have achieved than of the other! Political freedom
they are rather shy of, and ignorant of; but domestic freedom-the
right just found, to have their own way in their families and rule
their wives that is an inestimable privilege! ... Several speakers
have been here who have advised the people to get the women into
their proper place— never to tell them anything of their concerns,
etc., etc., and the notion of being bigger than woman generally, is
just now inflating the conceit of the males to an amazing degree.
When women get the vote, too, no people will be more indignant
than these, I suppose (1912, pp. 183-184).
Fifty years later, Lura Beam would refer to a pattern of family commitment and
extraordinary efforts of Black women when she made visits to her students’ homes.
It was the first time I had known about people who had so little and
the first time I thought about family heroism. .. I came from where
women had other interests than their primary function. Life had
fixed it so that these women had nothing else. The mother helped
support the family, cherished men, children, and the old, went to
church—that was all.. .The women were so rich in the significant
values of women that I felt a depth in them as I did in my mother
and grandmother. I left many homes feeling that proportionately,
my life would never turn out half as well...They raised many
children because they would take on nieces, nephews,
grandchildren, and orphans.. .The young, when they were old
enough to realize, ought to have known that their mothers had been
almost superhuman (1967, pp. 12-13).
Clearly, Black women did-not need to be rescued from themselves, but from the conditions
under which they labored.
Respect for Black Religious Expression. A respect for Black religious expression
was evident in each narrative, and it ran counter to the general negative attitudes of the
northerners about the Black style of worship. However, the respect expressed by Sarah
Jane Foster, an evangelical teacher, is tainted with her ethnocentric judgments about the
church services she frequently attends. First she acknowledges how important the
“shouts” are to the Black people:
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I have never attended better prayer-meetings than since being here..
.there is a genuine, unaffected earnestness in their devotion which
charms me. There is no emotional extravagance. It is simply a
natural expression of strong spiritual feeling. Their language is
terse and expressive, often striking out involuntary poetic images
like sparks from a flint (1990, p. 46).
And then two weeks later she remarks on the challenge she feels: “At our last two meetings
I must confess that there has been some emotional extravagance, but yet it bears evidence
beyond question of being genuine, and I hope that God will give me grace not to regard it
with contempt” (1990, p. 54). Foster, nevertheless, continued to attend Black church
services frequently.
Laura Towne and Elizabeth Botume, placing less emphasis on conversion than
Foster, give less attention to religion in their writings. Yet they offer some insights into the
importance of Black religious expression, especially the hymn singing. Botume, for
example, remarks, “All their ‘spirituals’ their shouting songs, had freedom in some guise
or other as a refrain” (1968, p. 9). Lura Beam is also impressed with hymn singing, and
like Foster, further assesses Black cultural norms in the context of her own background.
I was at once arrested by the manifestations of religion and music
. .. This hymn, where protest melted away into faith, was in a
world removed from the brisk and cheerful hymns I had sung in a
New England high school. We had not known menace or darkness;
we hardly knew pain. We were agreeably alive, and musically
monotonous; these people had music in them and they knew about
an abyss. The singing told me more than I grasped with my mind
for a long time.. .1 began to see that I could understand the
schoolroom better in the church (1967, pp. 5 & 9).
Towne’s respect for Black religious expression is more complicated. When she
first encounters it in 1862 she describes it as “savage” though she later seems to appreciate
the African spirituality of an elder in the community with connections to Africa:
I went to-day to see Maum Katie, an old African woman, who
remembers worshipping her own gods in Africa, but who has been
nearly a century in this country. She is very bright and talkative,
and is a great “spiritual mother,” a fortune-teller, or rather
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prophetess, and a woman of tremendous influence over her spiritual
children. I am going to cultivate her acquaintance (1912, pp. 144145).

By 1867 Towne is one of the few Whites on the island attending a Black church regularly
(1912, p. 178).
Recognition of the Strengths of Black People. Sarah Foster notes, “As fast as they
can they are buying property and in all possible ways striving to care for themselves. Very
few indeed seem to lack the ability to do so when they have a good chance” (1990, p. 71).
Botume remarks repeatedly that the Black people were not without hope in the midst of
their struggles, and she documents their staying power when death and distance from loved
ones were made bearable by faith. Both Botume (1968, p. 6) and Beam (1967, p. 59)
emphasize skills borne from slavery: “heightened perceptions from seeing and hearing
everything while working” and “keen observations from looking and listening.”
Beam especially is not only sensitive to language patterns among Black people but
also foreshadows today’s movement to value Ebonics as the language children bring to
school. She notes a range of language use from upper class standards of “good American
speech,” to craftsmen who spoke well and taught their children to do so, to the “dialect” of
poorer people whose
speech had the attraction of a foreign tongue. I thought that I must
not speak it and that I must teach children how to get away from
some of it, but it had novel adjectives, adverbs and figures of
speech, and wonderful racy sayings. I would hardly call the
variation I heard “dialect,” but rather a fluctuating intermediate stage
which might even be generally approved some day (1967, p, 50).
Beam further notes other strengths when she observes how poor unskilled parents who
themselves were unable to read got their kids into high school, and she provides deeper
insights from her intimate friendships with ex-slaves.
I could look around my schoolroom and see slave ancestry in the
craving for iron discipline and in the softness which atoned for
being hard. I felt supported by their good manners, standards of
conduct, and liking for fine things.. .The older ex-slaves, who had
been called by lightning, showed that life itself is the greatest art.
They were tough as pine knots, free as flowing water.. .These
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aging half-anonymous figures.. .had rolled up mountains of
character. They revealed to me a conquering of self that the white
had no knowledge of and cannot equal. I recognized that they had
received a sign and I looked up to them. They had virtue (1967,
54).
Bonds with Black Students and Families. All four women - Towne, Foster,
Botume and Beam - were able to form bonds of affection and empathy beyond the
classroom. Foster states, “I find that I am true as a magnet to my attachments. I shall ever
love the colored people of Martinsburg, especially the noble Brown family,” particularly
the son, John, with whom she falls in love (1990, p. 131). In 1893 Botume emphasizes
the respect she gained for the freed people from working in the south, even though she did
always not treat those who provided her domestic help with equal respect:
My experiences are but one leaf in the history of emancipation.
Every line is written with profound respect for the negro race.
There is nothing in the history of the world which, in portentous
magnitude, can compare with the progress of events since “freedom
was declared.” To-day the African race stands side by side with us,
--independent citizens, asking only for rights and privileges and
opportunities which are “God’s providences (1968, p. 282).
Collective respect hid more complex attitudes of Laura Towne. She wrote early in
her stay, “We have got to calling them our people and loving them really -- not so much
individually as the collective whole -- the people and our people” (1912, p. 47). Yet she
did see people individually, and she often went to their homes, in the beginning especially,
to administer medical care. She reports they freely went to her home for consultations and
celebrations, as opposed to social engagements which would suggest a more balanced
relationship. Nevertheless, students preferred to go to her school rather than schools run
by other Whites, because she responded so consistently to the Black community (1912, p.
108). Charlotte Forten gives ample testimony to the devotion of the islanders to Laura
Towne and Ellen Murray, and she herself has several entries in her journal describing her
respect and appreciation for both White women. What is interesting is that it appears that
Laura Towne does not mention Charlotte Forten, who lived near her for two years and
taught at her school. Charlotte Forten shared with Laura Towne a northern, educated urban
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experience with similar roots in Philadelphia and the Boston area. Why then, when Towne
mentions other teachers and many of the northerners is not Charlotte Forten included?
Lura Beam, who went South long after Reconstruction, makes reference specifically to
three close Black friends “and each of them was good enough to make me trust the
millions” (1967, p. 214). As she taught and then traveled through the South, she learned
to take her lead from Black people: “I only mentioned slavery if they spoke of it first.
They had come to dignity, and I feared to remind them of the time when they had not had
it” (1967, p. 55).
Acknowledgement of Survival Strategies. These teachers grappled with behaviors
which were a legacy of slavery without blaming Black people for having learned how to
survive. Anderson stresses that the ex-slaves’ determination to be in charge of their own
lives must be understood in the context of their struggle as oppressed people (1988, pp. 23). Botume seems to understand this complexity when she observes early in her stay that
the refugees are afraid of White people and especially strangers.
These women were not quite sure of me, as I went around with
note-book in hand. I might be a spy or a detective. It was a long
time before these refugees could get rid of their suspicions of white
people. Perhaps they never did. Since the beginning of the war
they had been time and again deceived by Northerners and
Southerners (1968, p. 55).
Sarah Jane Foster contextualizes what she leams about the local Black people.
Years of bondage leave traces that only time can effect. The colored
people have a prejudice of color themselves. They do not know
how to be treated as equals. In most cases an attempt to treat them
so would result in the loss of their esteem, and do more harm than
good. There are exceptions, but I speak of the mass. While all are
trying to prejudice them against us, undue familiarity would tend to
make them believe that we are, as they have been told, low and
unworthy of respect (1990, 98).
While alternative explanations of the behaviors which Foster observes can be made in terms
of suspicion of Whites being a survival tool or relationships with teachers being a formal
affair, Foster at least honors the pattern the freed people set. At the same time, she does act
out social equality by walking home with Black students and Black men and loses her job
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because she does so. Had people been aware of her relationship with John Brown, an
African American who was her assistant, the repercussions would likely have been more
severe.
Lura Beam also showed an understanding of specific behaviors which caused other
Whites to denigrate the freed people.
The defenses the slave built up against the owner were those
devised by the artful in all periods of history. He was deaf and
blind as necessary; he never told more than he had to and the telling
was done as slowly and grudgingly as possible. . .The slave
developed skills in flattery and propitiation to fine arts. He talked as
a child; a child is unanswerable. He spread the butter of courtesy;
courtesy is diversion. As a diplomat, he found shyness and lying
of great practical value —risky and punishable, but a good gamble.
In turn, he swallowed the lies he heard (1967, p. 66).
At the same time Beam does not shrink from assessing the impact of slavery on both Black
and White people.
I believe that the most monstrous of the Southern compulsions was
not the obvious, not the mesalliance, not the deeds of blood. It was
the explanation to colored children that they were regarded as
inferior. Every parent and every teacher had to be ranged against
every child. One child at a time, the adult destroyed something in
the young. These Negro-to-Negro explanations were only half of
what had to happen. On the opposite side were white children,
white tongues, white explanations. One child at a time, the adult
destroyed the young (1967, p. 80).
Beam’s observations point to the importance of counteracting messages of
inferiority wherever they come from. Schools could play a role in the positive
representation of Black people, but it appears that many well-intentioned White teachers fell
far short of this important task.
Sustaining Forces for Northern White Women Teachers
Regardless of the differences among these four women, their writings reveal that
they shared sources of sustenance. First, like many of their northern peers who chose to
teach, they all found teaching rewarding:
“I never was in a work that so thoroughly aroused my whole being,
and gave life such a zest”. -Sarah Jane Foster (1990, p. 76)
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“Life poured into me every day from the delightful and bewildering
talk of the children”. -Lura Beam (1967, p. 11)
“I have never worked so hard in my life. It seems to agree with me,
as I am in high health and spirits, sleep like a top, laugh like old
times, and am jolly generally”. - Laura Towne (1912, p. 40) Six
years later, she states, “It is a real pleasure to teach them, and I
grow younger at it every day” (1912, p. 202).
“I sketch the picture of my first schoolroom, with tenderness. Rude
and uncouth as it was, there are others besides myself who hold this
place as sacred”. -Elizabeth Botume (1968, p. 42)
Close relationships with Black people extended beyond the classroom. Each of
these four White women gave testimony to their friendships and shared community
commitments with Black people. They lived together, attended church together, and
responded when there was need. Life outside the schoolroom was as important as within.
While letters from home were an anchor for Foster and Towne, whose writings
occurred at the time of their experience, all of these women drew on sources of
nourishment outside of their teaching and community relationships. Books were important
to Laura Towne. She lamented she did not have time to read anything, “which is too bad
and greatly to my regret. We have begun reading in the carriage on our way to school..
.(Nov. 17, 1864) Similarly, Foster sprinkles her journal with all the references to what
she is reading to improve herself: Shakespeare, several historical volumes by McCaulay
and a history of France. “How I wish I could own books,” she exclaims, though she does
not identify where she got the books she read.
In varying degrees these narratives also reveal the natural world as a companion and
a comfort. Beam is the most expressive of the four White women in this regard. Nature
provided metaphors to understand her own experience and to analyze the context of her
work:
As I faced the school on the first day, the dark faces swam into a
whole, as evergreens unite going uphill to the forest. The mass had
inaccessible form, more like nature than like people. Rock, mist,
mountain, the stranger had come to the valley where the hills press
downward after sunset (1967, p. 8).
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When I picked magnolia blossoms from my balcony in the first
North Carolina spring, I had already learned that the magnolia’s
social climate is cold. It rises out of human permafrost; beyond the
first foot down lies the Arctic ice (p. 25).
Nature was also a refuge. When Lura Beam found herself critical of fundraising
that preceded a funeral ritual for one of her Black students, she began to question, though
not for long, her views of the Black community:
Gradually, I began to withdraw. Instead of calling at homes, I went
on long walks to look at the swamp life, comforting myself with
frogs and dragonflies (1967, p. 32).
Sarah Jane Foster also found comfort in nature after she had been dismissed from her first
school. In her removal to Harper’s Ferry, she replaces the home visits she was used to in
Martinsburg with a “passion for rambling” in the hills.
I’ve worked hard. Binnie and I took a long walk. I scrambled
down a very long steep descent and got some dogwood blossoms.
I can run over rocks like a goat (1990, p.100).
Laura Towne’s frequent references to the natural world are often descriptions of the beauty
of the flowers. “I am glad that is a white ageratum. They are so beautiful. The tall blue
lobelia is out here in full bloom — not near so pretty as the cardinal flowers — but still
lovely. The bulbs are just coming up” (1912, p. 210).
Nature speaks across racial boundaries in the writings of the northern women
teachers. In addition to these four White women being inspired and comforted by the
natural world, Charlotte Forten’s journal is outstanding in the way she draws on nature.
Throughout her life, in moments of despair and celebration, nature serves her in multiple
ways both in the North and in the South: as a means to assess artistic merit (p. 62), a way
to commune with God (pp. 63 & 67), a setting for romance (p. 71), a balm (pp. 72 &
397), a companion (p. 80), a symbol of liberty (p. 88) and the source of her emotions (p.
366).
Conclusion
These teachers clearly had various personal resources to survive, as living in the
South was not for the faint-hearted. Sponsors set high standards for acceptance - strong
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religious affiliation, physical strength, courage, dedication to the cause, and personal
financial resources, for example — and there were more teachers willing to go than there
was financial support. But competitive selection, good intentions, moral integrity, values
of social equality, and a national spirit were not always enough to guarantee that the needs
of the freed people would be met on their own terms. Nevertheless, some teachers
contributed more than others. Elizabeth Botume, Laura Towne, Sarah Jane Foster and
Lura Beam seem to be among the more responsive teachers who went South.
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CHAPTER 3
MISSISSIPPI FREEDOM SCHOOLS, SUMMER 1964

The paradox of education is precisely this - that as one begins to
become conscious one begins to examine the society in which he is
being educated. The purpose of education, finally, is to create in a
person the ability to look at the world for himself, to make his own
decisions, to say to himself this is black or this is white, to decide
for himself whether there is a God in heaven or not. To ask
questions of the universe, and then learn to live with those
questions, is the way he achieves his own identity. But no society
is really anxious to have that kind of person around. What societies
really, ideally, want is a citizenry which will simply obey the rules
of society. If a society succeeds in this, that society is about to
perish. The obligation of anyone who thinks of himself as
responsible is to examine society and try to change it and to fight it at no matter what risk. This is the only hope society has. This is
the only way societies change.
-James Baldwin, A Talk to Teachers

Introduction
In the summer of 1964 young Black civil rights activists orchestrated a program that
would challenge “the closed society” of Mississippi and shake the nation. The Student
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) was the hub of the action as it took the lead
in organizing and directing the activities of the summer. In collaboration with COFO, the
Council of Federated Organizations, SNCC organized a comprehensive program for the
Summer Project that had four dimensions: voter registration, Freedom Schools,
community centers and Freedom Registration. Central to SNCC’s plan was the
controversial decision to invite 1000 northern White volunteers to join forces with them.
This decision would have far reaching consequences only vaguely envisioned at the time,
and as events unfolded over the summer the debate about the role of Whites in SNCC
would intensify. At the outset, however, SNCC decided that the presence of Whites in
Mississippi would help focus the nation’s attention on the historic and on-going violation
of the rights of the Black citizens of Mississippi.

/
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Confrontation with the White power structure of the U.S. was not new to SNCC,
for it began as an organization when four Black college freshmen sat in at lunch counters in
Greensboro, N.C. in 1960. Soon after this initial incident, other Black college students
organized on a larger scale, and SNCC was bom. Like other civil rights organizations.
SNCC started with the Christian base of its early protestors, but the youthfulness of SNCC
would jettison this organization to become “the shock troops of the civil rights movement”
(Carson, 1995, p. 3). Key to this evolution would be the influence of Miss Ella Baker,
under whose guidance SNCC made the critical decision to remain autonomous among the
civil rights organizations in order to develop its own youthful leadership. Consequently,
SNCC would ultimately take a stand where others feared to tread. Mississippi was one of
those places.
From 1960 to 1963 SNCC worked dangerously and diligently on voter registration
in Mississippi without the support of state and federal laws being upheld. “In what remains
one of the most extraordinary and sustained displays of courage and resolve in the history
of American activism, a handful of SNCC field workers endured nearly three years of
savage and continuous repression to challenge the most unrepentantly racist state of the old
Confederacy” (McAdam, 1988, p. 29). Local Black people had been harassed, beaten and
fired from their jobs when they challenged the oppressive system. Sixty three Black
activists had been murdered in Mississippi during the preceding ten years for their
involvement in voter registration efforts (Burner, 1994, p.160). NAACP files personalize
the numbers. Reverend George W. Lee, president of the Belzoni NAACP Branch, was the
first Black person to register to vote in his county; killed May 7, 1955. Lamar Smith,
another voter registration activist, was killed in Brookhaven in broad daylight in front of
the county courthouse. Emmet Till, a fourteen year old visiting from Chicago, was killed
in Money on August 28, 1955. That same year Clinton Melton was killed in Glendora at
the gas station where he worked. Mack Charles Parker was lynched in 1959. Herbert Lee,
a SNCC activist, was shot in Liberty in 1961. Corporal Roman Duckworth refused to
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move to the back of a Trailways bus in April 1962; a policeman killed him. In 1963,
Medgar Evers, a WWII veteran and an NAACP field secretary was ambushed in front of
his home. (NAACP III, A: 282, Victims of “White Supremacy, 1951-1965). Tragically
other states can identify their victims of White supremacy as well.
Seeking new ways to respond to this desperate situation, late in 1963 SNCC
decided to adopt its controversial strategy of bringing Whites to Mississippi. One view
was that young White students from elite colleges came from families with connections and
access to the press and political representatives. Some SNCC activists thought such
connections would result in more public pressure on the government to uphold the nations
laws and protect all of its citizens.
The invitation to northern White college students for the summer of 1964 was not
without precedent. In November of 1963, the Council of Federated Organizations (COFC)
and SNCC had organized a mock election to show that Black people, though denied the
right to vote in the November elections, were indeed interested in voting. Mississippi
Whites would argue the contrary, but over 80,000 voters participated in this mock election
(Carson, 1981, p. 98).
Eighty White college students had joined SNCC’s 1963 voter registration drive that
produced this large electorate. As a result of this racially integrated activist effort,
questions arose about the role of Whites in SNCC. The main concern was that some of the
more formally educated White volunteers had inhibited the development of local Black
leaders, which was a key strategy and basic philosophical underpinning of SNCC. In
addition, Whites had gotten the public attention and then left. These experiences with
Whites planted the seeds of desire among some SNCC workers to keep SNCC a Black
movement. After the summer of 1964 Blacks’ fears of Whites were borne out, for
tensions throughout the summer stemmed from Whites taking over. But in late 1963 a
more optimistic view prevailed. Mrs. Hamer and Robert Moses emphasized that the
movement needed to show that Blacks and Whites were working together. It was thus
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decided to expand the involvement of White volunteers for the summer of 1964 (Carson,
1995, p. 171; Zinn, 1992, p. 187; Burner, 1994, p. 131).
White volunteers were assigned to the four different projects of SNCC. Voter
registration was the most dangerous work, for volunteers were less protected as they
travelled around. SNCC workers were also organizing to promote the Mississippi
Freedom Democratic Party as a parallel institution. Community centers and Freedom
Schools were located in the relatively more secure setting of the Black communities. Some
of the work of the community centers and Freedom Schools overlapped, but the Freedom
Schools had their own design and goals. SNCC’s overall plan was that the Freedom
Schools would prepare young Black high school students for future leadership in local
movements throughout Mississippi. Education and social change therefore were
inextricably linked.
Freedom Schools in Mississippi had precedents. There were previous literacy
projects in Alabama and Mississippi during the 1950s. Several SNCC activists attended
workshops at the Highlander Folk School where Myles Horton had established an
alternative educational center for training labor movement workers. Over time Horton
became active in the civil rights movement, and Highlander became a site for intensive
introductory workshops for citizenship schools modeled on the success of The Johns
Island Citizenship School, South Carolina, which opened in 1957. Esau Jenkins had been
the guiding force in the development of this school and Bernice Robinson was the first
teacher. Later overseen by SCLC, Citizenship Schools spread throughout the south and by
1961 to Mississippi in the form of voter registration classes. Such classes were not totally
new in Mississippi as Blacks had less formally organized group preparation sessions to
prepare for voter registration attempts (Hinman-Smith, 1993, pp. 39-40). By 1963, classes
were more formally being conducted in Greenwood, Itta Bena, Cleveland, Ruleville,
Shaw, Mound Bayou and Clarksdale. Between July 1962 and February 1964 101
citizenship classes were organized by Mississippi volunteers trained at the Dorchester
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Center, SCLC’s training center in McIntosh, Georgia. It was “Nonviolent High” however
that would be described as “ a model, in embryo, for Freedom Summer” that brought
together the forces for voter registration, education and direct action (Perlstein in HinmanSmith, 1993, p. 28) In 1961, “Nonviolent High” in McComb Mississippi came into being
for two weeks as an alternative to the local high school from which students had been
expelled for protesting.
Outside of Mississippi, other activists were connecting education and social change.
In the summer of 1963 Richard Parrish organized public school teachers in New York City
to go Prince Edward County, Virginia, to protest the denial of education to Black children
that had occurred after the Brown decision. Besides this effort which brought northern
teachers South, freedom movements were operating in the northern schools. For example,
in June 1963 on “Stay-Out for Freedom Day” 13,000 Black students boycotted Boston
public schools to protest de facto segregation. Other protest days followed in New York
and Chicago, and in early 1964 protests occurred in Cleveland, Kansas City, Milwaukee,
and Chapel Hill, all of them places where Freedom Schools were held as a substitute for
public schools on these Freedom Days. On February 26, 1964, 25,000 Boston students
staged their second walkout. Nearly 10,000 of these students attended fifty seven Freedom
Schools, three of which were in the suburbs and involved 1000 White students. Four days
later, the Boston model was enacted in Canton, Mississippi (Hinman-Smith, 1993, pp. 4548).
Last but certainly not least in shaping the idea of Freedom Schools is Ella Baker,
who had a profound influence on the development of student leaders in SNCC and is
credited with developing the concept of “participatory democracy” (Mueller, 1993) which
would be enacted in all of SNCC’s programs including the Freedom Schools. From these
many influences, it is important to see Mississippi’s Freedom Schools as an outgrowth of a
variety of educational efforts around the country, some of which were previous training
sites for SNCC workers, such as the Dorchester Center and Highlander. All of these
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programs were committed to grounding the curriculum in the experience and problems of
students. What made Mississippi’s Freedom Schools different was the focus on youth as
future movement leaders and the importation of White volunteers most of whom were
inexperienced (Perlstein, 1990). Approximately 300 of the 1000 summer volunteers were
professionals: lawyers, doctors and teachers. Unclear at the outset was whether the small
cadre of professional teachers was more or less prepared than other Whites for the
challenge that awaited them.
Before I turn the attention of this study to the 1964 Mississippi Freedom Schools
and to twelve of the professional teachers who responded to SNCC’s call for summer
volunteers, a brief glance at education in Mississippi will set the stage for entry into the
realities of teaching and learning in the Magnolia State.
Rationale for Freedom Schools: Education in Mississippi
A look at educational patterns in Mississippi explains the need for an alternative
experience for Black students. Education in Mississippi reflected the caste system that
totally informed the economic, political and social life for Blacks and Whites in the
Magnolia State. Looking comparatively at other states’ educational record in general,
Mississippi’s portrait in 1963 was dismal for both Whites and Blacks: less money was
spent per pupil than in any other state, teachers’ pay on average was $2000 less than other
states, and Mississippi had the highest illiteracy rate for people twenty five years or older.
The high illiteracy is partly explained by the fact that 50% of adults over 25 had less than
nine years of schooling. In terms of Black people specifically, it is noteworthy that
Mississippi was the last state to maintain a completely segregated public school system
(SNCC: Subgroup A, Series VIII: Box 50, Folder 122, Mississippi Education; Silver,
1964).
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A sampling of statistics tell part of the story of the extent to which Blacks fared
worse than Whites in Mississippi schools:

Table 2: Expenditures for Black and White Students in Mississippi Schools.

Expenditures
allocation of federal funding in 1958
instructional costs per student 1960-1961
expenditures above the state minimum, per child
1961-62, sampling of counties and separate districts (Sep):
Benton County
Greenville Sep.
Gulfport Sep.
Hattiesburg Sep.
Holly Springs Sep.
Meridian Sep.
Tupelo Sep.
Class size 1961-1962
Accredited high schools

White
students

Black
students

$250.00
$173.10

$ 19.22
$117.10

$59.42
134.43
93.34
115.96
99.78
116.58
96.78

$15.63
34.25
50.76
61.69
7.84
63.11
31.41

23
9,269

28.5
843

Other patterns of educational discrimination occurred. Whites had longer school
terms, more secondary educational institutions and programs within those institutions,
higher teacher salaries, better training of teachers, and more consolidated schools. In fact,
White schools were consolidated 40 years before Black schools. Between 1909 and 1911,
consolidation for White schools was supported for several reasons. Teachers could focus
only on one or two grades, and the curriculum would be enriched. A longer school term
would be possible because consolidated schools were more economically efficient. School
buildings could be improved, and rural schools would be improved. By 1953-54 there
were only 48 one-teacher schools for whites, 1040 for Blacks. By 1961-62, there was
only one, one-teacher school for Whites, while there remained 47 for Blacks (SNCC:
Subgroup A, Series VIII: Box 50, Folder 122, Table D.)
When the Supreme Court made its famous school decision in 1954, the Governor
of Mississippi, Hugh White, wasted no time to organize against it. He called a meeting to
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get Mississippians, Whites and local conservative Blacks, to endorse separate but equal
school facilities. He lobbied the conservative Blacks beforehand, but with a month’s notice
for the meeting, younger Blacks had time to organize. At a critical moment in the meeting
one of the “trusted” conservative ministers, Reverend H.H. Humes took his stand:
Gentlemen, you should not be mad at us. Those were nine white
men that rendered that decision. Not one colored man had anything
to do with it. The real trouble is that you have given us schools for
too long in which we could study the earth through the floor and the
stars through the roof.
The meeting ended. Silver concludes the story:
It was also the end of an era. As one of the untrustworthy related
almost a decade later: “For the first time I was really proud to be a
Negro in Mississippi (1964, p.88).
Other White forces went to work, however. The Citizens Council, the American
Legion, and the DAR staked out instructional materials as the focus of their protest and
effort to educate in the Governor’s words “so that children can be truly informed of the
southern way of life.” For example, the Anti-Defamation League had donated a film, The
High Wall, which had been shown in the state for more than six years.

The Citizens Council interpreted the film as teaching “children to
pity their prejudiced parents who did not enjoy the enriching
experience of intermingling with persons of different racial, ethnic
and cultural backgrounds.” At the end of the film, the Council was
scandalized to find, “Americans and Poles walk arm-in-arm into the
setting sun.” An “alert state senator” sounded the alarm, a private
showing was given Council and Sovereignty Commission officials
who agreed that The High Wall was “unfit for showing to
Mississippi school children, and the menace was removed” (Silver,
1964, p. 65).
By the end of 1963, Whites created a Citizen’s Educational Association “to combat
subversion in Mississippi school books and to eliminate standard guidance and testing
programs,” though it apparently made little progress even with the support of Governor
Barnett. (Silver, 1964, p. 66). The Citizens Council, however, made official
recommendations for third and fourth grades, according to published articles in several
issues of The Citizens Council in 1957 (Silver, 1964). Recommendations for the third and
fourth grades included the following slant:
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God wanted the white people to live alone. And He wanted colored
people to live alone. The white men built America for you. White
men built the United States so they could make the rules. George
Washington was a brave and honest white man. It is not easy to
build a new country. The white men cut away big forests. The
white man has always been kind to the Negro. We must keep
things as God made them. We do not believe that God wants us to
live together. Negro people like to live by themselves. They like to
go to Negro doctors. The like to go to Negro schools. Negroes
use their own bathrooms. They do not use the white people’s
bathroom. The Negro has his own part of town to live in. This is
called our Southern Way of Life. Do you know that some people
want to the Negroes to live with the white people? These people
want us to be unhappy. They say we must go to school together.
They say we must swim together and use the bathrooms together.
God has made us different. And God knows best. They want to
make our country weak. Did you know that our country will grow
weak if we mix the races? It will. White men worked hard to build
our country. We want to keep it strong and free (Silver, 1964, p.
67).
The manual for the fifth and sixth grades was similar in its rendering of God’s will to keep
the races from mixing and further elaborates on the federal government and local education:
The states gave the federal government in Washington, D.C. some
powers. But they kept most of the power for themselves. No other
part of the United States is more American than the South. America
was built by white men. King George wanted his merchants to
make money. So the Americans were made to buy the Negro
slaves. Americans did not want slaves. Americans never did like
slavery. They would like to have helped the Negro build his own
country. The Negro is happy among his own race, but two races
feel strange around each other. Russia has white slaves today.
Race mixers want to change the Southern Way of Life.. .White
children can leam faster than Negroes can. When the races are
mixed in school, the white children do not get as much education as
they usually get. The whites have to wait for the Negroes to catch
up (Silver, 1964, pp. 68-69).
What older students were taught about Reconstruction was similarly self serving to
Whites in Mississippi. By 1970 the impact of such lies was still evident to James Loewen
who recounts his experience teaching first-year students at Tougaloo College:
I was about to launch into a unit on Reconstruction, and I needed to
find out what the students already knew. “What was
Reconstruction?” I asked. “What images come to your mind about
that era?” The class consensus: Reconstruction was the time when
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African Americans took over the governing of the Southern states,
including Mississippi. But they were too soon out of slavery, so
they messed up and reigned corruptly, and whites had to take back
control of the state governments.
I sat stunned. So many major misconceptions glared from that
statement it was hard to know where to begin a rebuttal. African
Americans never took over the Southern states. All governors were
white and almost all legislatures had white majorities throughout
Reconstruction. African Americans did not “mess up”; indeed,
Mississippi enjoyed less corrupt government during Reconstruction
than in the decades immediately afterward. “Whites” did not take
back control of the state governments; rather, some white
Democrats used force and fraud to wrest control from biracial
Republican coalitions.
For young African Americans to believe such a hurtful myth about
their past seemed tragic. It invited them to doubt their own
capability since their race had “messed up” in its one appearance on
American history’s center stage. It also invited them to conclude
that it is only right that whites be always in control. Yet my
students had merely learned what their textbooks had taught them.
Like almost all Americans who finished high school before the
1970s, they had encountered the Confederate myth of
Reconstruction in their American history classes (Loewen, 1995,
pp.156-157).
The Freedom Schools were designed to address the reality that Black students were
miseducated and undereducated. Because of White superintendents Black teachers were
forced to collude or lose their jobs. Furthermore, Black teachers had to take an oath that
they would not participate in Civil Rights activities or try to vote (SNCC: Subgroup A,
Series XV: Box 101, Folder 165, Freedom Schools in Mississippi, 1964, p. 6). White
volunteers would learn of the pressure on local Black teachers as it continued through the
summer of 1964. Peter Cummings, who began work in Benton County on June 29, 1964,
made a note a note of local pressure in his Freedom School report dated August 15, 1964:
The school situation at Old Salem deserves some comment. In the
first place the principal, Mr. Foster, is known to one and all as “a
king-sized Uncle Tom.” And he is. He has threatened both
teachers and students if they aid freedom workers. He is held
entirely under the thumb of Mr. Bennett, the school superintendent
(white, natch). The teachers, for their part, are scared to death.
Mrs. Foster and Lawrence James lead a group that attempts to
clamp down on the students and tell tales to Mr. Bennett. Mr.
Webber is the only teacher that at present seems to have the guts to
stand up. . .he has already gone to register and vote (and passed).
Miss Redd, who lives with Mrs. Reaves is scared, but is a
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wonderful (sic) and when the chips are down she is with us
(SNCC: Subgroup A, Series IV: Box 16, Folder 239, Benton
County, MI).

While Peter Cummings’ comment does show a range of stances taken by Black
educators from collaborators to activists, Hinman-Smith (1993) notes that many White
volunteers’ negative judgments of local Black teachers were simplistic assessments, for the
volunteers had little knowledge of previous efforts by Black teachers to improve the
educational experiences of Black children. For example, Hinman-Smith emphasizes that
between World War II and the Brown decision, individual Black teachers and Black
teachers as a group lobbied the state government for school improvements and better
salaries for Black teachers. They also became more outspoken on civil rights, and with
both educational and political activism they achieved the support of some moderate Whites.
After Brown, however, Whites coalesced; their violence not only increased but became
organized. Blacks who had more to lose became more conservative. Poor Blacks
challenged often bitterly “the Black elite,” for those who had the least risked the most.
Social class divides among Blacks, that would later intensify within SNCC itself (Forman,
1997) worked to the advantage of the oppressor. Hinman-Smith concludes:
I am not suggesting that all blacks in Mississippi had long been
working together in furtherance of some transcendent goal. But the
image of a closed society and a closed educational system so often
used by volunteers and SNCC field workers alike could obscure
complexity. The students of Mississippi were the inheritors of an
articulated intellectual tradition to which they were exposed in
school and out. Until 1950, when the state began a massive school
construction and consolidation program in anticipation of Brown,
60% of all black public schools were rural, elementary, one room
schools. The teachers at all these schools lacked formal
qualifications.. .Even so, this localism could also breed at least a
degree of independence and could inspire fierce commitment to a
formal schooling that both reinforced self-respect and insisted upon
the need to analyze the world. . .Perhaps the experiment of 1964
did not represent as clear a break with the past as its promoters
tended to believe. The best of Mississippi’s rural schools were not
entirely dissimilar to the Freedom Schools (1993, p. 134).
In addition to Hinsmith’s more complex view of Black schools in general and rural
schools in particular, the longstanding presence of Black colleges in Mississippi had
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established a small middle-class with formal education. After the Civil War, missionary
and philanthropic organizations supported public education for the newly freed people of
the South and founded Black colleges. In Mississippi, the American Missionary
Association supported Tougaloo College. The African Methodist Episcopal church
supported Campbell College, and The Freedmen’s Aid Society of the Methodist Episcopal
church founded Rust College in Holly Springs. Black religious colleges offered a classical
liberal education because missionary educators withstood the pressure from northern
philanthropists to limit education for Blacks to industrial training (Anderson, 1988). Over
time, however, a small, college educated population of Black people was not enough to
convince the state of Mississippi to open all of its institutions of higher education to Black
students. Rather than integrate White colleges, Mississippi paid for Black students to go
out of state for post secondary studies. While some Black students were able to strive for
and attain a college education, either in-state at Black colleges or out-of-state, SNCC found
that the publicly funded schools for Black students were still unequal.
SNCC envisioned Freedom Schools to provide students with a different experience
than many thought possible under the entrenched, systemic resistance of Mississippi
Whites:
The Freedom Schools are a war against this academic poverty. It is
not just the courses provided, but the fact that the schools are a focal
point for personal expression against the oppression, on the one
hand, and for personal growth and creativity, on the other. The
regular Mississippi schools are fundamentally opposed to this
approach.
Mrs. Reese* says, “The Freedom Schools meant an exposure to
a totally new field of learning, new attitudes about people, new
attitudes about self, and about the right to be dissatisfied with the
status quo. The children have had no conception that Mississippi is
a part of the United States; their view of American history is history
with no Negroes in it. It’s like making a cake with no butter”
(SNCC: Subgroup A, Series XV: Box 101, Folder 165,
Mississippi Freedom Schools: New Houses of Liberty, p. 4).
[*Mrs. Reese and her husband were African American school
teachers from Detroit. They were heads of the Hattiesburg Freedom
Schools.]

98

While the theory of Freedom Schools was to address the oppressive nature of
Mississippi’s educational system as well as to prepare future activists, the practice of the
schools was more complicated. The realities often fell short of the ideals. To those
realities I now turn.
Realities of Freedom Schools
At the outset Charles Cobb’s vision was that Freedom Schools would address the
fundamental reality of oppression in Mississippi.
Learning here means only learning to stay in your place. Your place
is to be satisfied — a “good nigger.” They have learned the learning
necessary for immediate survival: that silence is safest, so volunteer
nothing; that the teacher is the state, and tell them only what they
want to hear; that the law and learning are white man’s law and
learning.
In This Is the Situation, Cobb goes on to express what he understands to be the outlook of
young people themselves:
There is hope and there is dissatisfaction -feebly articulated — both
bom out of the desperation of needed alternatives not given.. .there
is waiting, not to be taught, but to reach out and meet and join
together, and to change. The tiredness of being told it must be,
‘cause that’s white folks’ business, must be met with the insistence
that it’s their business. They know that any way. It’s because their
parents didn’t make it their business that they’re being so
systematically destroyed. What they must see is the link between a
rotting shack and a rotting America (SNCC: A, XV: Box 101,
Folder 165).
Freedom Schools were from the outset intended to help high school students develop an
analysis of oppression in their own lives. They certainly did not need to be taught about

oppression. As Jane Stembridge noted in her Introduction to the Summer, “There is very
little if anything that you can teach them about prejudice and segregation. They know.
What you can and must do is help them develop ideas and associations and tools with
which they can do something about segregation and prejudice” (SNCC: Subgroup A,
Series XV: Box 101, Folder 165 Notes on Teaching in Mississippi). The Freedom
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Schools were, in a nutshell, to be a political primer. While the plan for a boarding school
program did not materialize, day schools certainly did become a significant part of SNCC’s
Summer Project.
In many historical accounts less attention is paid to the Freedom Schools than to
voter registration efforts for several reasons. First, since Freedom Schools were intended
to develop high school students to challenge the established system, the plan was that the
schools would be a short-term effort as opposed to the long-range work of voter
registration. Second, teaching in Freedom Schools was less dangerous work than voter
registration. Third, partly because of the relative safety of Freedom Schools, which were
located in the Black communities, more women were assigned to them. Since teaching has
long been considered “women’s work” because women do it “naturally,” the profession
has had low status. Payne suggests this gender bias merged with the reality of danger:
Within the movement, Freedom School work always had relatively
low status value. In part this was because women did much of the
Freedom School work and because it wasn’t as dangerous as other
work. Voter registration was the prestige assignment. Looking
back at the Freedom Schools with the hindsight of the last three
decades is disturbing. Of all the models generated by the
movement, it seems tragic that this one, an institution specifically
attentive to the developmental needs of Black youngsters as a
movement issue, was accorded relatively little respect. At the time,
though, for young people with a sense of urgency, Freedom
Schools seemed a long, slow road (Payne 1995, p. 305).
Though the perspectives on the significance of Freedom Schools varied, what is
clear is that students of all ages came in unexpected numbers. By August 1, 1964, there
were approximately 40 Freedom schools in twenty communities throughout Mississippi.
The student “enrollment” swelled to 2,165 which was twice the projected number. The
August 1 COFO Fact Sheet gives the following breakdown of Freedom Schools:

100

Table 3: Freedom Schools as of August 1, 1964.
Schools
Columbus (2)
Holly Springs (3)
Ruleville (2)
McComb (1)
Carthage (1)
Laurel (1)
Gulfport (3)
Clarksdale (4)
Greenville (2)
Shaw (1)
Canton (3)

No. of Students
60
155
50
105
75
65
75
60
35
25
110

Schools
Meridian (1)
Moss Point (1)
Holmes County (3)
Greenwood (1)
Vicksburg (1)
Rural Madison Cty.(3)
Hattiesburg (5)
Biloxi (1)

No. of Students
150
40
105
60
60
225
675
35

In addition, seven more schools opened in Jackson in August.
Geographical Contexts
SNCC reports give details of the geographical differences in the school settings.
These details provide insight into the connection between relative strength of the Movement
and the success of the Freedom Schools, although there are exceptions to the general
patterns. What the reports do not address is the heterogeneity of educational experience
among Mississippi Blacks in urban and rural settings. Different responses to the Freedom
Schools could have been mediated not only by location and relative strength of the
Movement but also by different educational goals of people in the local communities.
Some students, for example, had college goals while others did not.
Staughton Lynd, the director of the Freedom Schools for the summer of 1964,
elaborates on three geographical distinctions for school settings: 1) rural areas, 2) urban
areas where the civil rights movement had been strong, and 3) urban areas where the
movement had been weak (MFDP: Box 14, Folder 4, Freedom School Data, pp. 1-2). He
attributes the success in rural areas to the fact that there was little recreation or diversion
offered to the local Black people, so the Freedom School became the center of teenage
social life. The Holmes County and Carthage Freedom schools are cited as rural successes:
When the Freedom School staff arrived in Carthage, the entire
Negro community was assembled at the church to greet them;
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when, two days later, the staff was evicted from its school, the
community again appeared with pick-up trucks to help move the
library to a new school site... The Carthage community, with the
help of summer volunteers and a National Council of Churches
minister is building its own community center which will be staffed
by civil rights workers and local volunteers.
Lynd cites another success story in the urban context of Hattiesburg, “The Mecca of the
Freedom School world.” Hattiesburg had a system of Freedom Schools with 600
students, five schools, and African American teachers from Detroit, Arthur and Carolyn
Reese, as the leaders. Lynd explains, “Here as in Canton there can be no doubt that the
success of the schools stemmed from the intensive civil rights campaign in the community
in late winter and spring.”
Gulfport and Greenville, “urban environments with alternative attractions” are
examples of Freedom Schools in areas where Lynd felt “the movement had not been strong
enough in the past to counteract traditional time-passing activities.” He cites Holly Springs
as an exception because it was an urban area where the movement had not been strong in
the past but had a highly successful Freedom School. He does not mention that Holly
Springs is the location of Rust College, a small Black college founded after the Civil War.
Some Freedom Schools, such as in Holly Springs, Carthage, and Shaw, had local
competition for attendance. The regular public schools were in session in the summer
because they had closed early in the spring for students to chop cotton.
Lynd makes special note of the McComb Freedom School because of its location
“in Mississippi’s stronghold of organized terror, the Southwest.” McComb was the site of
two-thirds of all the bomb attacks of the summer (McAdam, 1988, p. 75). The Freedom
School in McComb, nevertheless, prevailed: “In McComb... the Freedom School has
proven the political value of the schools as an instrument for building confidence in the
Negro community when canvassing is impractical... There are 108 students at the
McComb Freedom School” (MFDP: Box 14, Folder 4, Freedom School Data, pp. 1-2).
It should be noted that the first Freedom School in McComb was not in 1964 but in
1961. SNCC established “Nonviolent High” when high school students refused to sign a
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pledge agreeing they would be expelled for continuing to participate in sit-ins. Brenda
Travis had been arrested for protesting and given a one-year sentence in a juvenile state
school, in response to which 130 other students protested and were expelled from school.
Thus, “Nonviolent High” came into being for two weeks for the expelled students. In
1964, many of the Freedom School students were the younger siblings of the high school
students who walked out in protest in 1961. Joyce Brown, sixteen-year-old author of the
poem, The House of Liberty, wrote her poem on the opening of the McComb Freedom
School. Her poem concludes with the lines, “I must try to teach them to stand tall and be a
man, When you their parents have cowered down and refused to take a stand.” After she
read her poem, the parents decided to have Freedom School in the church (SNCC:
Subgroup A, Series XV: Box 98, Folder 112, Mississippi Freedom Schools: Retrospect
and Prospect, July 26, 1964, by Staughton Lynd, p. 2).

McComb Freedom School opened two weeks late because of the disappearance of
the three civil rights workers. The McComb school started in the backyard of the SNCC
Freedom House a week after it was bombed. When the Freedom School director, Ralph
Featherstone arrived, the students were waiting. He notes, “They’d heard about the school
and they felt left out because we didn’t arrive on time.”
“I think the Freedom School is inspiring the people to lend a hand in
the fight,” Featherstone reports. “The older people are looking to
the young people, and their courage is rubbing off. The school
makes the kids feel they haven’t been forgotten, it makes them feel
that at least something is coming down to help them. They feel the
school is for them” (SNCC: Subgroup A, Series XV: Box 101,
Folder 165, Mississippi Freedom Schools: New Houses of
Liberty, pp. 1-2) .
It is not clear when the students published a twelve-page declaration of demands
entitled, The Illegal School System of McComb, Mississippi, whether it was from
Nonviolent High in 1961 or from the 1964 Freedom Schools. What is clear from the
document is that the high school students were articulate and organized. They listed
specific grievances such as old and tattered books, unsafe busses, poor chemistry lab
equipment, teachers unprepared and forced to collude with the system, as well as limited
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resources for typing classes, industrial arts, the library and homemaking classes. The list
for the distribution of their grievances includes local and state officials, local and national
newspapers as well as the President, Supreme Court and Attorney General of the United
States (SNCC: Subgroup A: VIII, Box 50, Folder 130). Other Freedom Schools also
used this model for articulating grievances, and the Freedom School Convention Platform
is remarkably similar in format and content.
The geographic context of the schools is important in general. Specifically in terms
of this study, all of these different contexts are represented in my sample of twelve teachers
and these geographic differences explain some of the differences in the volunteer teachers’
experiences. For example, six teachers were in the safer small cities of Gulfport, Tupelo,
and Holly Springs, while two others were in the small cities of Greenville and Meridian.
The three teachers in Holly Springs, one of the exceptional Freedom School success
stories, stayed beyond the summer. One teacher was in Palmer’s Crossing outside of
Hattiesburg, “the Mecca of the Freedom School world.” Two teachers were in rural areas
(Ruleville/Indianola and Gluckstadt Freedom School near Canton).
Physical Conditions
While geographic and political contexts were different, so too were the physical
conditions of the schools. Extremes range from the Meridian Freedom School which had
the largest facility, a Baptist seminary, to smaller local churches which offered space, to
rural areas where old buildings had to be cleared of trash and broken window glass to make
the space workable. In many instances, volunteers describe enthusiastic efforts of local
children and adults in creating a place for school to happen. The out of doors was also
utilized, sometimes until physical space was ready and often in the afternoons when the
shade of a tree was more comfortable than the heat inside a building.
Recruitment of Students
In some communities, such as McComb, the students were waiting for the teachers
to arrive and school to begin. In other communities, students had to be recruited, and
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success varied. At Gluckstadt Freedom School, for example, the local people were fearful
and only responded to the teachers when the local minister pressed his congregation to take
advantage of the summer activity. In contrast, Shaw Freedom School had difficulty
attracting students at first because the older students were already politically involved and
Freedom School seemed less relevant. When the school was presented as more political, it
became more successful (Rothschild, 1982; Hinman-Smith, 1993; Chilcoat & Legion,
1992). In Hattiesburg, six schools quickly got started, due to a lot of political activism
there in the preceding spring and the leadership of Arthur and Carolyn Reese, two African
American teachers from Detroit. Given the geographical and political differences
throughout the state, it is easy to understand why it is hard to generalize about the Freedom
Schools (Dittmer, 1994).
In addition to geographical and political differences, the make-up of the student
body was complex. Although intended for high school students, Freedom Schools
attracted local people from ages 7-70; thus, the original ratio of one teacher to five or six
students was impossible to realize. Before the summer, Freedom School teachers were
given an orientation to the Black students of Mississippi in the following manner:
What will they be like? They will all be different - but they will
have in common the scars of the system. Some will be cynical
Some will be distrustful. All of them will have a serious lack of
preparation both with regard to academic subjects and contemporary
issues — but all of them will have a knowledge far beyond their
years. This knowledge is the knowledge of how to survive in a
society that is out to destroy you.. .and the knowledge of the extent
of evil in the world.. .the old institutions are crumbling and there is
great reason to hope for the first time. You will help them to see
this hope and inspire them to go after it (SNCC: Subgroup A,
Series XV: Box 101, Folder 165, Notes on Teaching in
Mississippi, p. 1).
A Curriculum Based on Hope
Developing the curriculum for Freedom Schools was a group effort. In March
1964 the National Council of Churches sponsored a curriculum meeting attended by 50
educators: Charlie Cobb, Ella Baker and other SNCC activists plus public school teachers,
predominantly from New York, and college faculty from the North such as Staughton
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Lynd, the director of the Freedom Schools, who had taught at a southern Black college.
The outline of the formal curriculum is divided into thee parts. While Part I, the Academic
Curriculum, focused on subject matter and skills, including the need for remediation, the
teachers were advised to build on the students’ life experiences to create a context for
learning. “The curriculum should derive from the students’ background, and all aspects of
classroom activity should be an outgrowth of their experiences” (Introduction, Academic
Curriculum, Radical Teacher, 1990, p. 7). The Citizenship Curriculum, Part II, was
composed of seven units sequentially outlined:

1. Comparison of student’s reality with others including schools,
housing, employment, medical facilities
2. North to Freedom? (the Negro in the North)
3. Examination of the “better life” that Whites have and what it
costs them
4. Introduction of the power structure
5. Comparison of the poor Negro and the poor White
6. Material things versus soul things
7. The Movement
Part HI concentrated on African American history which was emphasized to give
students a sense of their past and to develop their self respect. Barbara Jones of NYC
wrote the history outline and Bea Young of Chicago contributed her study of the Amistad
slave revolt (Perlstein, 1990, p. 310). The Amistad case study introduces the Guide to
Negro History. Part 1, Origins of Prejudice covers 1600-1800. Part 2, Negro Resistance
to Oppression, includes a focus on the Haitian Revolution as well as resistance to

enslavement in the U.S. Part 3 explores Reconstruction (1865-1877) and the Beginning of
Segregation.

There is disagreement about the degree to which the curriculum was actually
implemented. Beginning at the week-long orientation for Freedom School teachers,
unattended by many professional teachers who were finishing up the school year in the
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North, Staughton Lynd advised, “If you want to begin the summer by burning the
curriculum we have given you, go ahead! We realized that our own education had been dry
and irrelevant all too often, and we determined to teach as we ourselves wished we had
been taught” (1965, p. 305). At another point leaders commented about the curriculum in
terms of summer realities:
You’ll arrive in Ruleville. . .100 degrees. . .you’ll be hot and
sweaty.. .there may be four teachers and three students.. .the local
Negro minister will phone to say you can’t use his church basement
after all, because his life has been threatened. And the curriculum
we’ve drawn up - Negro history and American government - may
be something you know only a little about yourself.. .you’ll tear up
the curriculum and teach what you know (Zinn, Nov. 1964, p.
371).
Rothschild underscores this prediction of discarding the planned curriculum and states that
the Northern volunteers later acted on their own traditional academic experience (1982, p.
95). Reliance on what the teachers already knew may have been the result of unfamiliarity
with the curriculum content and/or inexperience with delivering such content. For
example, Kirsty Powell, presumably a student volunteer teacher, explains the time
pressures of a one-week orientation at Oxford
I think the general sessions at Oxford were excellent and could
hardly have been bettered. In the Freedom School sessions I think
there were many useful things done - some of the sessions on
reading, the Laubach session, the African songs, Negro History (I
believe though I didn’t get to it) - but I think they could have been
bettered... The curriculum was excellent, but if Ruleville is typical
it was not used as well as it deserved. This was partly because it
was rather late (it would have been good to get it before Oxford)
and also because it wasn’t really explored at Oxford, and perhaps
because many people never really read it properly. I think most
schools accepted the notion of a core curriculum of Citizenship and
Negro history. If the content of this core had been gone into much
more fully at Oxford in lectures and small group discussions, and if
there had been some practice teaching to demonstrate different
methods of teaching it, I think the school would have benefited and
we would have left Oxford with a much more positive idea of the
role of a Freedom School (MFDP: Box 17, Folder 367,_on
Ruleville Freedom School, Summer Project, 1964, p. 1).
Perlstein nevertheless states that volunteers used the SNCC curriculum because
they agreed with the goals of the summer project (1990, p. 313). He also notes that people
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mostly worked on the citizenship curriculum to prepare students to become forces for social
change in the context of the real issues people were facing in Mississippi. Zinn, however,
challenges this generalization. As a Freedom School teacher himself, he recalled that some
teachers used the curriculum, some began with it and dropped it, and some did not use it at
all (interview 10/19/00). He shared his own experience at the time:
Any idea of going in an organized way through an outline of Negro
history or American government was soon dropped.. .a core group
of students came everyday but most students were in and out.. .so
the history professor started each day from where the mood struck
him, from some point on which he thought the students’ recognition
might be fastened just long enough to pull them onward.. .daily
news items, for example. . . (Nov. 1964, p. 371).
Regardless of the irregularity with which the curriculum was implemented, some
teachers had strong opinions about its worth. Ralph Featherstone, a young Black speech
teacher from Washington D.C. and his co-worker in McComb, Rev. Thomas Wahman,
felt that teaching Black history was “possibly the most valuable legacy of the Freedom
Schools. The only thing our kids knew about Negro history is about Booker T.
Washington and George Washington Carver and his peanuts” (SNCC: Subgroup A, Series
XV: Box 101, Folder 165, Mississippi Freedom Schools, New Houses of Liberty, p. 4).
Since Black studies had not yet entered the canon at U.S. colleges, most of the
volunteers learned about African American history along with their Freedom School
students (Zinn, 10/19/00). Besides the Guide to Negro History, A Pictorial History of the
Negro by Milton Melzer was a common resource which was useful to many teachers, as

were separate handouts on Harriet Tubman and Marian Anderson, for example. Overall,
from Freedom School reports, there is much evidence that the teaching of Black history,
limited and fragmented though it was, was widespread.
Though the teaching of Black history varied from school to school, enough Black
history was taught in McComb, for example, for Ira Landess, a Freedom School
coordinator and New York City school teacher, to raise questions: How much history as
deprivation and ostracism is helpful?
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Look how bad off we are! -how many times a day can someone
contemplate such a thought? Of course we attempted to destroy the
myths; we talked about slave revolts, the Underground Railroad,
the Negro’s vital role in all our wars, but can these facts help our
students forget that they still can’t eat in Woolworth’s or do they in
some way remind them that they are still down? I am not suggesting
that the Negro history program was a failure, or that it was not
essential. What I do sense is a need to not make it a freak study,
something special to be taught to underprivileged peoples. The
Negro history classes ought to be integrated, made a single part of a
broad curriculum.
After what I thought was a glorious four days spent on
Reconstruction, I realized that upon the kids I was making no
impression. I then assigned to my kids, Freedom Road. After
reading this book, the class came to life, and for them came to life
the Reconstruction period. That single chapter that we read of
Black Boy, I venture to say, will not be forgotten by any of the
kids. And perhaps the most valuable sessions of all were devoted to
a study of “Two Men and a Bargain,” a parable about the deal made
between Mr. Rich White and Mr. Poor White from Lillian Smith’s
book, Killers of the Dream. . .1 most strongly suggest that
permission be gotten from Lillian Smith to print this section of her
book. It should be distributed as widely as possible throughout the
state (MFDP: Box 17, Folder 357, Freedom School McComb, 1-2).
While Freedom School reports give many specific details about the content of Black
history lessons, details about the citizenship curriculum also emerge. In Greenwood, for
example, teachers found that small groups were more successful in discussing the
citizenship curriculum because students were more willing to ask questions. Topics
covered in the first two weeks of Freedom School included the Freedom Democratic Party
and the Young Democratic Club (LOC: SNCC, Reel 67, 502-503). In Ruleville, during
the first three weeks teachers covered the following topics from the citizenship curriculum:
the Negro in Mississippi and the South, the Negro in the North, the Movement, non¬
violence. During the fourth week, discussions focused on the power structure in
Sunflower County, the Freedom Democratic Party, Freedom Rides, and Ghandi (MFDP:
Box 17, Folder 367,_on Ruleville Freedom School, Summer Project, 1964). At North
Side Freedom School in Greenville, a shift quickly occurred where citizenship classes
increased in emphasis:
Initially we taught a correlated Negro History, citizenship, language
arts course the first hour, and an academic course including
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biology, mathematics, French, etc. during the second hour. Soon
all of the teachers were teaching citizenship. This worked out fine
for the adult classes but the younger people became bored from
super-saturation ( MFDP, Box 17, Folder 348, Greenville Freedom
Schools, p. 1).
Like the Negro History curriculum, teachers drew from the citizenship curriculum
in different ways. Yet it seems clear that, even if the formal curriculum in these two areas
was not uniformly applied throughout the state or even in one school, the three-part
structure of the original curriculum was used as a guiding principle to organize classes

around history, citizenship, and academic and cultural enrichment. In many Freedom
School reports, the morning often began with Freedom songs and moved to Black history
and political discussions for the older students.
In addition to the citizenship curriculum and Black history, enrichment activities
were popular among the students. Teachers offered special subjects usually in the
afternoons. Volunteer letters show the wide range of topics enrichment classes offered:
teaching about James Joyce or e.e. cummings, comparative religion, French and typing to
name a few subjects (Sutherland, 1965). The range of topics depended on what the
teachers had to offer and what students wanted to learn. For example, at St. John Church
Freedom School in rural Midson County a foreign language class was asked for, much to
the surprise of the staff:
The students begged (and we do mean begged) for a foreign
language — any foreign language. We realize that we can not begin
to teach the students a foreign language and the inclusion of a
foreign language in a Freedom School Curriculum is questionable.
However, so enthusiastic are the students about a foreign language
that they have made us decide to teach three foreign languages
(MFDP: Box 17, Folder 358, Report on Freedom Schools in
Rural Madison County, July 15, 1964, p. 1).
In Hattiesburg students age 13 and over could choose three courses from among the
following options: language arts, related American history, social studies (Mississippi and
US. Constitutions) science, and general math (SNCC: Subseries A: XV: Box 102, Folder
180, Hattiesburg Report, p. 1-2). In Holly Springs, Deborah Flynn reported, “The type of
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courses I was to teach, or rather lead, was determined by majority vote after full
discussion. As a teacher I had one vote as did every student” (SNCC: Subgroup A, Series
IV: Box 14, Folder 175, Highlights of One Teacher’s Experience, p. 2).
Though there were Black students preparing for college, many students in
Mississippi schools were often denied access to subjects ranging from foreign language
study to job skills such as typing classes. For these students even four to six weeks of
exposure to new subjects broke the cycle of educational exclusion. In this sense, the
opportunity for students to negotiate curriculum may have been important for them as
learners. Negotiating curriculum may also have contributed to the demands they later made
on their local public schools. Furthermore, students making choices about subjects not
specifically included in the original curriculum was not necessarily contradictory to
SNCC’s agenda. One curricular goal was to help students see beyond Mississippi as well
as to explore the humanities (Perlstein, 1990; Zinn, 1965; Cobb, 1963).
Artistic performers provided some of the exploration and enrichment through
cultural events. The Mississippi Summer Caravan of Music, organized by the New York
Council of Performing Artists, sponsored folk singers, jazzmen and concern artists. The
Caravan’s connections to Mississippi began in 1962 when The New World Singers, an
inter-racial trio, performed in Mississippi churches and colleges and freedom schools. In
1963 the Delta Folk Festival was held in a cotton field with singers like Pete Seeger and
Bob Dylan. For the summer of 1964, it was part of the intention that “all performances
and audiences will be integrated, representing the first major challenge to Mississippi’s
rigidly segregated cultural life” (MFDP: Box 6, Folder 1). A theater group also toured and
performed Duberman’s, In White America.
Pedagogy.
Another point of interest in planning and teaching in Freedom Schools arises with
regard to pedagogy. In Cobb’s original Prospectus, the emphasis was on student s
development: “to get them to articulate their own desires, demands and questions. More
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students need to stand up in classrooms around the state and ask their teachers a real
question” (MFDP: Box 4, Folder 12, Adopt a Freedom School, p. 1). Therefore, “social
interaction between teacher and students will be as important as academic instruction. The
formal classroom approach is to be avoided; the teacher is encouraged to use all the
resources of his imagination” (Introduction to Academic Curriculum, Radical Teacher.
P- 7).
Throughout the literature on Freedom Schools, the pedagogical emphasis was on an
informal question-and-answer process. In designing the Citizenship Curriculum for
example, Noel Day was the main writer who developed traditional lesson plans to provide
some structure for mostly inexperienced teachers with little knowledge of teaching.
Though Perlstein notes that this more mechanical approach was different from Cobb’s
emphasis on promoting teacher creativity, Day’s work did foster critical thinking through
questioning, and his and Cobb’s visions merged on this point (Perlstein, 1990, pp. 312313). It is not clear, however, if teachers used the lesson plans specifically. The intent of
instruction, however, was clear from the beginning.
The introduction to the citizenship curriculum emphasizes two sets of questions
which were supposed to recur throughout the summer. Three questions formed the basis
of the first set: 1) Why are we (teachers and students) in Freedom Schools? 2) What is
the Freedom Movement? 3) What alternatives does the Freedom Movement offer us? The
secondary set of questions was also a triple set: 1) What does the majority culture have
that we want? 2) What does the majority culture have that we don’t want? 3) What do we
have that we want to keep?

Zinn recalled that this approach of questioning and discussion

evolved out of knowing that the traditional ways of Mississippi schools were not what they
wanted for Freedom Schools. Zinn reports that Friere’s ideas were being used without
knowing about him, for the methodology came out of the designers’ own instincts about
what was the right thing to do (10/19/00). Florence Howe described the role of the
Freedom School teacher as a learner with the students, a concerned questioner not a
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“professional manipulator,” a pedagogical shift which would later significantly impact her
own teaching (1965 and 1982).
Liz Fusco, a Freedom School coordinator, writes at the end of the summer about
the role of questioning in the Freedom Schools. The assumption in her report, that
students were questioning for the first time, may be accurate for some students but certainly
not for those who had already become involved in SNCC or for those who had had Black
teachers who were helping students clandestinely to learn more than what the Whites
wanted them to leam. It may be that for the first time Black students were questioning
White teachers:

It was the asking of questions, as I see it, that made the Mississippi
Summer Project different from other voter registration projects and
other civil rights activities everywhere else in the South. And so it
is reasonable that the transformations that occurred — and
transformations did occur — out of the Freedom School experience
because for the first time in their lives kids were asking questions..
.they had grievances, but had, until drawn into the question-asking,
only been able to whine, or to accept passively, or to lash out by
dropping out of school or getting themselves expelled. Within the
Freedom Schools, especially by comparing the Freedom Schools
with the regular schools, they began to become articulate about what
was wrong, and the way things should be instead. . .This was the
main question, which came also out of why there are no art classes,
no language classes, why there is no equipment in the science labs,
why the library is inadequate and inaccessible, why the classes are
overcrowded. The main question was WHY ARE WE NOT
TAKEN SERIOUSLY? .. .The students were taken seriously in
the Freedom Schools. They were encouraged to talk, and their
talking was listened to. They were assigned to write, and their
writing was read with attention to idea and style as well as
grammar. They were encouraged to sing, to dance, to draw, to
play, to laugh. They were encouraged to think (MFDP: Box 4,
Folder 15, Freedom Schools in Mississippi, 1964, pp. 2 & 4).
Questioning was also seen as a way help students explore their own perspectives as
well as the perspectives of others. Notes on Teaching in Mississippi, Teaching Hints
identified three types of questions as a guide:
a. Those investigating emotional response (e.g. how did you
feel when? or how would you feel if?)
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b. Those investigating motivation (e.g. why did you feel that?
Why would you do that? why do you think that? etc.)
c. Those in response to others’ reactions (e.g. what do you think
about what Bob said?) (SNCC, Subgroup A, Series XV: Box 101,
Folder 165).
Questioning as a teaching tool was used in other ways as well. At the New Bethel
Freedom School in Canton, for example, “the teachers also used team question-and-answer
games to demonstrate note-taking and to test how successful the history discussion had
been” (MFDP: Box 14, Folder 7, Canton Freedom School Report, July 20-24, p. 5).
Greenwood Freedom School even attempted to evaluate student interest in the schools by
distributing a questionnaire:
The results of the questionnaire were on the whole very gratifying;
the students enjoy the classes and feel free to talk with all of their
teachers. The questionnaire proved valuable in informing us of little
things the students were concerned about — e.g. the need for
maintaining more order, the desire for more time spent on
discussion in depth, etc. (SNCC Reel 67, p. 502)
In Magdalene questioning and discussion became the medium for teacher-student
relationships: “The successful establishment of a working student-teacher relationship in
these two (teenage) classes was done through an emphasis on forum discussions using the
citizenship curriculum” (MFDP: Box 17, Folder 358, Report on Freedom Schools in Rural
Madison County, p.2).

Questions from the citizenship curriculum expanded to other participatory
strategies. In some schools debates became a structure for active learning. In many
schools role plays were extremely successful, and they often led to social activism and/or
writing plays (See assessment section). In Greenwood, teachers reported on their use of
role plays as a way to explore history:
We tried the role play technique to measure student’s
comprehension of the Negro history curriculum. It was one of the
most successful things we have tried! The role play dealt with the
pre-Civil War period, with students taking the roles of a northern
white abolitionist, 2 southern white Planters, one of their wives, an
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Uncle Tom Negro, and a rebellious slave. I think this technique
should be used as frequently as possible where it proves successful
(SNCC, Reel 67, p. 502).
In Ruleville Kirsty Powell also reported on the success of role plays to prepare for
activism, to teach content, and to prepare for play writing:
Role playing proved far and away the most popular, and there were
sometimes as many as 30 or 40 in the group. In role-playing the
picket, great enthusiasm was developed, not only for the picket, but
for role playing as such. As a result, in Schedule 3, a good drama
group emerged, and role playing was used a good deal in the age
groups, as part of ordinary class work... We did the world maps
and the map of Australia (big maps which each kid colored and
labeled).. .maps of Africa.. .towards the last, I attempted to
translate everything I could into role-playing - even geography...
Role playing became an elective in the last three weeks - emerged
from the 2nd schedule. Devoted itself to preparing an unscripted
play about the High School protest - caste of about 20, one hour
long. Presented it at the Freedom Festival, last day of school, and it
was a great success (MFDP: Box 17, Folder 367,_on Ruleville
Freedom School, Summer Project 1964, pp. 6& 8).
Clearly the use of techniques that allowed students to express themselves and take
the role of others were successful in creating classes that became interactive experiences
with the students voices being heard. SNCC had advised that “no expression of feelings
(hostility, aggression, submission, etc.) should ever be passed over, no matter how
uncomfortable the subject or situation is. Both the students and the teacher can leam
something about themselves and each other if it is dealt with honestly and with
compassion” (SNCC: Subgroup A, Series XV: Box 101, Folder 165, Notes on Teaching
in Mississippi, Teaching Hints, p. 4). Teaching Hints was designed with inexperienced

college students in mind, since they would be the majority of Freedom School teachers. It
appears that in many instances these hints were followed by both inexperienced and
experienced teachers alike, and the goal of student expression was met.
Pedagogical strategies as well as curriculum content reveal multiple goals of the
Freedom Schools. Any broad analysis of the schools’ success with regard to these goals
presents a complex picture.
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Assessment of the Freedom Schools
Zinn cautions not to assess the Freedom Schools by traditional concepts: “It was
an experiment that cannot be assessed in the usual terms of ‘success’ and ‘failure’ and it
would be wrong to hail it with an enthusiasm which would then lead it to be judged by
traditional criteria” (Zinn, 1964, p. 3). Many writers do however talk in these terms, but
success is interpreted differently. And always a question lurks, “Who gets to define
success?” The White teachers? The Black students? It is important to note that attendance
patterns were sporadic: “Some stayed awhile and left, never to appear again. Others
stayed that day and came every day thereafter. Some came and disappeared, and then came
again to stay to the end” (Howe, 1965, 149). Should parents views be considered? In the
archival material available to this study, there is little representation of parents voices,
though Zinn (10/19/00) acknowledged that some parents supported the schools and some
did not. Some parents with young children were “simply glad to have found somewhere
for their children to go while they themselves are at work” (MFDP: Box 17, Folder 349,
Gulfport Freedom School, July 16, 1964, p. 4). It should be noted, moreover, that most

of the published articles on the Freedom Schools specifically have been written by White
Freedom School teachers who are college professors (Aaronsohn, 1991; Howe, 1965 &
1984; Lauter and Perlstein, 1991; Lynd, 1965; Perlstein 1990; Zinn, 1964, 1965 & 1994.).
Similarly, the only two studies of the Freedom Summer volunteers have been conducted by
White scholars who were not in Mississippi during the summer of ‘64. Likewise, the
Freedom School reports in the archives appear mostly to be written by White teachers.
Success, therefore, whether traditionally defined or contextually defined is explored in this
study largely in terms of the perspectives of northern Whites in the Movement.
Perlstein and McAdam note success in numerical terms when the number of
students rose from the expected 1000 to approximately 2700, and the schools
correspondingly increased to 41 from the original plan of 20.
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Attitudinal changes in the students as the foundation for future activism was another
indicator of success for some SNCC leaders. For example, Hosea Williams, an activist
for Black literacy, felt that one of the major contributions of the Freedom Schools was “the
self-assuredness of privilege that the volunteers brought with them” for their rebellions
against authority helped people to see the possibility of challenging the authorities who
were oppressing them. (Williams cited in Perlstein, 1990, p. 319). Similarly, Perlstein
states grass-roots leaders in Mississippi looked at success of the Freedom Schools in terms
of the Whites having given Blacks a sense of equality and the courage to demand
integration (1990, p. 321). Florence Howe, a White college professor who taught in a
Jacksonville Freedom School, cited students’ becoming political as success, and their
politics were often expressed in poetry. However, Howe’s observation that “it took so
little to accomplish so much in the Mississippi Freedom Schools” (1964, p. 159) overlooks
the activism that preceded the summer of 1964 and the sacrifices of the earlier Black
activists. While attitudinal shifts contributed to the development of student leadership as
acknowledged by some SNCC workers, others felt that the presence of Whites had actually
inhibited the development of local leadership, and the schools collapsed when Whites left
(Perlstein, 1990, p. 322). This perspective suggests that the attitudinal shifts did not have
a long-lasting impact.
Some saw a shift in White teachers’ attitudes as a legacy of the Freedom Schools.
Howe, for example, reported on her own experience, “Soon you were forgetting about
skin colors altogether and thinking about ideas or feelings, about people and events” (1965,
p. 145). Pearlstein feels this observation overstates “the power of an egalitarian pedagogy
to overcome social divisions” (1990, p. 317). Additionally, it is important to note who
forgot about skin color. Embedded in “forgetting about skin color” are two assumptions:
the privilege of Whites to do so and a negative assessment of skin color. For Blacks who
had withstood the historic assaults on their racial identity, why would they want to forget

117

about an identity they valued, even if the Whites in Mississippi did not? Perhaps one
success of the Freedom Schools was the challenge they offered Whites to move beyond
their own misperceptions of Black people.
Two northern White professors identified attitudinal shifts about education as
successes of the Freedom Schools. Staughton Lynd cited the process of education itself,
as it occurred in the Freedom Schools, was a success: “Education is above all a meeting
between people” ( 1965, p. 305). Zinn, a Freedom School teacher in Jackson,
retrospectively concludes
What the Freedom Schools accomplished was to teach both teachers
and students to look differently at the process of education. They
began to realize that education comes alive when connected with
activism and what is going on in the world. The general
atmosphere created by the Freedom Schools was more important
than what was taught although I might say what was taught was
more important as a prod to further study rather than what was
learned. Freedom Schools were the beginning of a guide to what
education might be like (Interview, 10/19/00).
At the time, Zinn concluded with several important questions for educators of any
period or place such as, “ Would it be possible to declare boldly that the aim of the schools
is to find solutions for poverty, or injustice, for race and national hatred, and to turn all
educational efforts into a national striving for those solutions? ... Education can, and
should, be dangerous” (Nov. 1964, p. 375).
SNCC documents written by Freedom School teachers during the summer tell a
more detailed though varied story of mini-successes, often reported as fragments in the
larger story of each school. Five reports from various SNCC staff members offer an
overall picture of Freedom School activity during the summer. Forty two Freedom School
reports from all over the state also inform this study. The reports range from one page to
thirteen pages, with most being three-four pages in length. Some of the reports are weekly
and some are written at the end of four or six weeks. While most are submitted as reports,
one is in journal form and some take the form of correspondence. A survey of these reports
by individual volunteers, Freedom School coordinators, and SNCC staff show that
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teachers described their accomplishments in both traditional and non-traditional ways: 1)
from the words and work of the students, including non-verbal feedback. 2) from
students’ increased knowledge base of Negro history, 3) from students’ improved skills,
4) from the establishment of libraries and 5) from the activism of student groups. Some of
these criteria are related to what the teachers and students actually did in the schools while
some overlap with the broader relationship of the schools to the Movement.
Words and Works of Students
Since student expression in Mississippi public schools was suppressed (Silver,
1964; Cobb, 1963) the opportunity for students to be taken seriously was central to the
Freedom School design. Student expression manifested in several ways: in art, in poetry,
in role plays and drama, and in Freedom School newspapers. Liz Fusco noted student
drawings were important for the opportunity of “expressing emotion on paper with
crayons.” In Indianola, a teacher named Georgie made the following observation
submitting work to the Freedom School Coordinator:
Here are some things from the first painting class we had in
Indianola for children ranging from 5 to 11. This is the first contact
many of them had had with the reality of colors & with the idea that
if you had the three main colors, then you could make all the other
colors—and beginning with pots of yellow, blue & red the kids went
off on their own, and it was one of the most exciting things I have
witnessed. It was beautiful. Clinton Mack midway through the
class grabbed me by the arm and hustled me over to his work to
shout that he had just made brown, explaining how he had done it
with great verve, as though he were Balboa discovering the sea
(MFDP: Box 16, Folder 346, Letter to Liz dated September 21,
1964).
In Ruleville, art class was also exciting according to Kirsty Powell:
There was much enthusiasm though “there was great ignorance of
simplest techniques” and children needed prodding “to be bold and
free in their work”. .. This group began with posters. It began to
be exciting, however when they were encouraged to do free,
abstract works with paint, and then with charcoal and the flat, not
the tip of the pencil. Sometimes these were intended as emotional
expressions (MFDP: Box 17, Folder 367,_on Ruleville
Freedom School, Summer Project, 1964, pp. 6 & 8).
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Art class in Ruleville also came alive when the students decided to make posters for the
protest at the high school. (See the summary of the protest under Student Activism.)
Newspapers were another medium through which students expressed their feelings
and points of view in short quotes, poetry, essays, interviews, perspectives on African
American history and slavery, and letters to the readers. The average age of writers was
13 to 15 years of age ( SNCC: Subgroup A, Series VIII: Box 50: Folder 122, COFO
Freedom School Data p. 5) The process itself was instructive, at least as it is described by

a teacher in Clarksdale:
Most of last week was spent working on the “Clarksdale Freedom
Press.” Getting all the interested kids in the basement of Haven
Methodist church examining possible articles, editing them, typing
them, etc. was great! The place looked just like a newspaper office
with people running in and out, with typewriters going, and
newsprint everywhere. It was excellent experience for the kids too
.. .They did most of the work and made most of the decisions.
(Sutherland, 1965, p. 99).
A sampling of the titles of newspapers shows the familiar refrain of freedom: Clarksdale
Freedom Press; McComb, Freedom Journal; Mt. Zion Freedom School in Benton Country,
Freedom Press; Holly Springs, The Freedom News', Ruleville, Freedom Fighter,

Greenwood, The Freedom Carrier, Palmer’s Crossing, Freedom News; Moss Point,
Freedom School Press; Shiloh Baptist Church, Gulfport, The Press of Freedom; Mileston ,

The Mileston Minute; Jackson, Blair Street Freedom Bugle.
Student work shows adherence to this theme of freedom and the Movement. For
example, in Palmer’s Crossing’s Freedom News, July 23, 1964, Lynda C. wrote the
following piece entitled The Darkness of the Negro Students:
Some of the Negro students have been complaining about their
teachers. They said their teachers do not give any information about
the freeing of their people. The information given to them was
false. They teach only what the white man wants us to hear. We
have been taught that the white man was responsible for the
abolishing of slavery, but that is false. What about the Negro
abolitionists?
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We have been taught that when the Negroes were free they were
helpless. But this is false because they helped themselves by
building houses and raising crops.
The reason for my coming out of darkness is by attending Freedom
Schools. At this school both sides of the story are told (SNCC:
Subgroup A, Series XV: Box 101, Folder 166).
While a political focus runs through much of the students’ newspaper writings, a
seemingly apolitical contribution appears such as this poem in The Freedom Carrier, July

16, 1964 by C.S., an eighth grader.
The wind is a very strange thing.
The winter it will always bring
Sometimes it brings a hill breeze
That sends away the dried leaves.
It twirls and it whirls and leaves around,
Then All at once
It settles them down
(SNCC: Subgroup A, Series XV: Box 101, Folder 166).
What may be political about this kind of entry is that Black students might not have had
much opportunity to explore or write poetry in school. However, the great success of
poetry as a Freedom School activity could suggest otherwise. Political poetry, however,
was the norm for the newspapers while Freedom School poetry classes were more wide
ranging. Because the papers were mostly political, in one instance at least, McComb
parents prohibited their son from continuing with his involvement. Ira Landess, Freedom
School Coordinator, recorded the following incident:
One boy who worked on the paper all summer until his folks
prohibited him from coming to the Freedom House, sadly brought
back our fourth edition to his mother and asked her to read it. She
said it was very good. “But don’t you see something wrong with
it?” he said. “Ain’t no different from the others? You don’t see my
name in it this time, do you?” His mother told us that her boy left
the room with tears in his eyes, his head down. My feeling is that
the newspaper made such a strong impact on those it reached that
1000 copies of each edition should be distributed throughout the
community (MFDP: Box 17, Folder 357, Freedom School
McComb, p. 2)
Drama also allowed for student creativity, and it too focused on political themes.
As noted in the discussion of pedagogy, role-plays were the most common form of
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dramatic activity and it was widespread throughout the Freedom Schools. Plays, too, were
written and performed in some schools. This activity might have been spirited along by the
Free Southern Theatre’s production of In White America which played throughout the
state. Often “it was the first live theater people had ever seen” (Sutherland, 1965, p. 99).
Among the Freedom School students, many student plays were performed locally. In
Greenville, for example, the students performed at precinct meetings an original play based
on the death of Herbert Lee (MFDP: Box 17, Folder 348, Greenville Freedom Schools).
In Gulfport, students created a short play, Memories of Freedom School (Chilcoat and
Ligon, 1992, p. 37). In Ruleville, on the last day plays that had been written by the
students were performed as part of the Freedom Festival including “a puppet show about
the valiant knight Bob Moses and the wicked witch, segregation” as well as “an excellent,
long rehearsed unscripted play telling the whole story of the school protest.” (See student
activism section.) “The American Negro” was a play written and performed by the students
in Mileston. The play began with free and happy African Americans and then the scenes
shifted to Nat Turner’s revolt, a mother and child in the fields talking about freedom and
then being whipped, the civil war, the segregated South, two world wars making the world
but not the South safe for democracy, and the KKK. In the last scene the narrator speaks:
I am the American Negro.
You have seen my past; you have known my past.
And you have seen the trouble I’ve seen.
Today we have seen many men die.
Because they stood for their rights.
Today we have seen three men disappear
For joining in our fight.
Tomorrow many more will die.
And many more will suffer.
But we’ve begun and we are not turning back
And someday, somehow we shall overcome!
The play concluded with the community and cast singing this well-known hymn of the
Movement (Chilcoat & Ligon, 1992, pp. 50-51).
One play deserves more coverage here, for it came out of the Holly Springs
Freedom School, which as previously noted was an exceptional school for an area that had

122

had little previous activism. This student play had performances outside of Holly Springs
as well. Deborah Flynn, a high school English teacher from New York City, taught a class
in creative writing wherein the students wrote, produced and performed a one act play,
Seeds of Freedom. This play about the life of Medgar Evers had at least three

performances in Mississippi: Holly Springs, Benton County, and at the August student
convention in Meridian. In December 1964 in New York City the students had an
additional performance partly to raise money to keep Freedom Schools going (SNCC:
Subgroup A, Series IV: Box 14, Folder 175, Highlights of One Teacher’s Experience).
The title of the play came from a class discussion when one female student said, “I don’t
think of him as really dead. I feel that from his grave is growing a huge tree which is
spreading seeds of freedom all over” (Chilcoat and Ligon, 1992, p. 45). The play is
introduced with the theme of planting seeds for freedom and them moves to Medgar Evers
life and family, his death, the MI court system freeing Evers’ murders and a final plea to
join the civil rights movement: “I believe it is time for the Negro to progress, to assume all
the rights and the duties of free men. Attending Freedom school gives us the chance to
learn to make that progress” (cited in Chilcoat and Ligon, 1992, p. 46).
Though it is not clear how many Freedom Schools offered students the opportunity
to create plays and give public performances of their work, where this activity did happen,
the teachers report great success. Teachers lauded the performances and the political
messages the students sent, and they described the community’s positive reception of the
students’ work. What is not clear is how parents felt about their children’s involvement in
public performances of political plays.
Another form of teacher assessment of the success of Freedom Schools is captured
in teachers’ inferences based on non-verbal communication from the students:
We are fortunate to be living and working in rural Madison County,
because the people are wonderful and the country is beautiful. The
success of our program can be seen on the faces of the children as
they begin their four mile walk to school at seven and seven-thirty
in the morning, be the morning clear or cloudy. The success of our
program can also be heard in the singing of Freedom Songs. The
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students add verses to the songs and make requests for favorite
Freedom Songs. You can hear groups of students singing songs
and speaking foreign languages as they walk down the dusty
country roads. But our success is unquestionable and sure, because
the students and the adults in the community say to us repeatedly,
“Don’t leave. Stay here with us.” Perhaps we should, and some of
us will (MFDP: Box 17, Folder 358, Report on Freedom Schools
in Rural Madison County, p. 3)
Increased Knowledge of Black History
Black history was new to most Freedom School teachers. The Guide to Negro
History written at the curriculum conference in New York was distributed to the teachers
and widely though unevenly used as previously noted. In addition, Milton Melzer’s A
Pictorial Guide to the Negro was an important resource though there were not as many

copies to meet the demand. SNCC curriculum files include biographical sheets on
important Black leaders such as Marian Anderson, Harriet Tubman and W.E.B. du Bois
which may have been developed and used at different Freedom Schools. Some teachers
also brought books by Black authors. It is not clear how many of the library resources
were drawn on for Freedom School classes.
Alvin Pam, a public school teacher from New York, places the teaching of Black
history into a broader context of Freedom School curriculum and practice. He notes three
phases of adjustment. The first phase was overcoming the students reserve and getting
them to express their true feelings. Part of the success of moving beyond this phase, from
Pam’s paternalistic perspective, was the teacher’s “sharing his regard for negroes, negro
culture, and negro history, particularly when it could be got across that resentment was the
natural reaction of the Southern negro to his existential position, not a sense of humiliation
or inferiority.” Phase two moved from the initial lecture, question-and-answer format to
the more exciting interaction of discussion “attended by the usual teen-age phenomena of
‘crushes,’ gossiping, and hanging-around to meet people.” In phase three, the students
wanted more content, especially in history. Pam notes the teachers limitations:
Now it was that we could reach their minds (as an independent
rather than a passive agency) as well as their hearts. The trouble is
that few of our teachers were able to recognize this third stage, or
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cope with it if they did. Few of us had sufficient background to
deal with the curiosity of these kids, or the patience, or the
discipline or the setting in which to create a systematic curriculum
which would really explore the full gamut of race relations and
history in the U.S. Probably, it was too much fun to be
“discussing”- meaning an unending rehashing of the problem
(SNCC: Subgroup A, Series IV: Box 14, Folder 175, Alvin Pam
report).
Other Freedom School reports also suggest that the presentation of Black history
was challenging in and of itself as well as in the context of Freedom Schools where daily
improvisation was often necessary. Many teachers took on the challenge and shared the
information they had. Freedom School newspapers display students’ writing that attest to
the importance of the history they did learn. For both teachers and students, however, the
limitations of the teachers and the format of the summer program could only allow for
limited exposure to historical inquiry. Zinn surmises that “the stimulus to learn Black
history was more important than what was actually learned” (10/19/00).
Impact on Individual Students
There are sporadic comments about academic improvement in handwriting and
composition (Ruleville report) and reading. One traditional category, assistance to
individual students, reveals that with the help of the National Scholarship Service and Fund
for Negro Students (NSSFNS) the best Freedom School students took standardized tests
of the CEEB administered in mid-August. The results determined who would enter
NSSFNS’ transition-to-college program. Some students did go North to college, but this
practice was already in place as the state of Mississippi funded northern college placement
for Black students rather than integrate Mississippi colleges.
Establishment of Libraries
In Ruleville, where the “public” library was for Whites only, 3000 books arrived
from the North and were shelved in the community center where Freedom School classes
were held. In St. John Church in Valley View, “the library is the pride of the school,” and
students were the librarians. (MFDP: Box 17, Folder 358, Report on Freedom Schools in
Rural Madison County, July 15, 1964, p. 1). In Indianola Freedom School there were
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2000 books, though the school would be burned in March of 1965. Gluckstadt never had
a library before Freedom School (Sutherland, 1965, 111). Though it too would later be
burned, it was also rebuilt with the help of fundraising in the North by one of the Freedom
School teachers. Some libraries were housed in community centers such as Greenville
with 20,000 books (Sutherland, 1965). In Greenville, there was a library program with a
library board and 6 block libraries; also there was a plan for libraries to be in local
churches. In Meridian, the COFO Profiles sheet says there were 10,000 volumes including
a good collection of books by Negroes. In Jackson the library with a good collection of
works by Negro authors was part of the SNCC office. Hattiesburg had 6000 books in a
main library with branches opening in the community.
Student Activism
Though the original intention of the Freedom Schools was to develop high school
students to become agents of social change in Mississippi, there was some controversy
about Freedom School students participating in direct action. During the orientation
sessions, SNCC leaders told volunteers that it was too dangerous for teachers to involve
students in direct action though Freedom School activities could prepare students for such
at a later time (interview with Sonya). Role plays were therefore used not only for students
to express themselves but also to practice for future activism, which was the intention of
SNCC. Zinn recalls the controversy about student activism and notes White teachers were
keen on getting students involved. Some White teachers had “a sense of being soldiers
behind the lines, and we should be in the front lines fighting fascism,” whereas Black
activists were more realistic about the dangers and the possibility that student activism
might turn parents off. As it was, the volunteers had to persuade parents to let their kids
attend Freedom School, and not all were persuaded (Zinn, interview, 10/19/00).
In spite of cautions not to engage in direct action, in some instances high school
students who were attending Freedom Schools did organize to protest in the community,
and some Freedom School teachers were involved with them. Local schools became a
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target for protest, especially those that were in session during the summer. In Benton
County, for example, Peter Cummings’ report makes a brief reference to a student protest.
They focused on the cafeteria and wrote a petition complaining about the small portions of
food.
This has already put the school in a tense situation. Freedom Songs
have been sung in classes, and the student council has been
abolished. On Aug. 101 visited the school with 3 others. We were
threatened with arrest and I was pushed by Sheriff Ward. The net
result was a fast and furious Voters League Meeting and a group of
parents went to see Foster on Aug. 13. Now a school boycott is
threatened for Aug. 18. Ernestine Evans (a student) estimates 85%
of the high school will walk out. Mrs. Reaves is heading the effort,
which is aimed to win better teaching organization, end gambling in
the school, etc. (SNCC: Subgroup A, Series IV: Box 16, Folder
239, Report on Benton County, August 15, 1964, p.2).
In Ruleville, another small high school group of students who attended Central
High School organized a protest at their school. A simple sketch of facts was reported by
Kirsty Powell in her Ruleville Freedom School report. Though it is not exactly clear how
much of a role Freedom School teachers played, Kirsty does include in other parts of the
report that Freedom School role playing focused on the picket to get the Central High
School teachers to register to vote, and some of the art work was focused on sign making
for the picket.
The idea arose among the tiny group of kids active in the Ruleville
Student Action Group which was stimulated into action when the
volunteers came down. They began talking to the teachers about
voting, and role played interviews with them in the meetings.
Then, one meeting, after all the volunteers had gone they decided to
announce a date to picket the school (August 5th) and to prepare for
it they began having daily campus meetings at noon, and practiced
role playing the picket during freedom school. They produced a
leaflet setting out these plans, urging kids to come and join them,
and urging the teachers to go down and register. That was the first
phase (MFDP: Box 17, Folder 367,_On Ruleville Freedom
School, Summer Project, 1964, pp. 6 & 10).
The report goes on to say that Charles MacLaurin felt an announced date for a picket would
defeat the purpose. Instead the students wrote a letter to the principal and faculty with a list
of demands. Then in chapel two students made freedom speeches, after which all students
were threatened with suspension if they continued. One student was suspended and went
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to jail for ten days of his 30 day sentence. The students continued to meet. Mrs. Hamer
met with the faculty; David Godstick and Len Edwards with the principal. “The kids
brought their story to the Meridian Freedom School Convention, and there plans were
made for a statewide boycott” (MFDP files: Box 17, Folder 367,_on Ruleville
Freedom School, Summer Project, 1964, pp. 6, 10-11).

In Jackson, another protest was “independently instigated by the students
themselves” though their actions grew out of a Freedom School discussion about no Black
parents of first graders registering their children for integrated schools. The Freedom
School discussion on the myth of inferiority led to looking at fears about job security and
personal safety as reasons parents wouldn’t register their kids. One girl suggested that they
do neighborhood canvassing to talk with parents, and the Freedom School classroom
became a stage for role-playing these exchanges. In the end, eleven of the forty-three
Negro children in Jackson who did register to go to White schools did so because the
Freedom School students, accompanied by one Freedom School teacher, talked with
parents (Howe, 1965, p. 156).
Besides the activism of students in local settings, the Mississippi Student Union
provided another forum for student activism that reached throughout the state. One year
after Freedom Summer, a SNCC report claims that the Mississippi Student Union (MSU)
which grew out of the Freedom Schools, had become a new base for political activity in
Mississippi (SNCC: Subgroup A, Series XV: Box 102, Folder 180, Mississippi Summer
Project One Year Later, p. 1). The MSU actually started in January 1964 when ten

Hattiesburg high school students wanted to participate in a COFO Freedom Day
Registration drive. They joined the COFO sponsored picket by declaring a one day boycott
of classes “in protest against ‘the system’.” In April 1964, 200 students met at Tougaloo
College. In August, the Meridian Convention, which was the peak of the Freedom School
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activities, was the third event of the MSU (F.I.S. Library Project, File Drawer, 6
Miscellaneous; File Folder MSU, The Mississippi Student Union Convention-December
1964).

Delegates to the Meridian convention came from Freedom Schools all over the state.
A Clarksdale Freedom School report gives one account of selecting its delegates:
We selected our delegates by having candidates speak before a
collective meeting of all four schools in Clarksdale. Due to the
speaking requirement, the number of candidates was reduced to six,
and as far as I was concerned, all of them were equally qualified.
The three delegates were elected with both students and teachers
participating in the election. Those elected were: Elnora Fondren,
sophomore; Andre Giles, junior; and Louise Byers, senior. The
delegates will take the platform proposals from the four different
schools and combine them to make a single, coherent Clarksdale
platform. It will be submitted for the approval of all the students
before taking it down to Meridian (MFDP: Box 14, Folder 11,
correspondence from Sandy Siegel to Staughton Lynd, Aug.
1,1964).
In contrast, The Pilgrims Rest Freedom School simply recorded that they chose three
delegates to the Freedom School Convention and one delegate went to Jackson to help plan
the program for the convention (MFDP: Box 17, Folder 363, Report on The Pilgrims
Rest Freedom School, 1).

Held on August 8 and 9, the convention was hailed by Staughton Lynd, Director of
the Freedom Schools, as the most important and successful event of the summer. In his
article, The Freedom Schools: Concept and Organization, (1965) he emphasizes the nontraditional nature of the schools and concludes that the students’ mock convention was the
most important activity related to the schools partly because that is what he most closely
observed. His enthusiasm came from the fact that the students organized the convention,
ran it, and published their political platform. As a result, Lynd concluded that he thought
schools should begin with a convention to establish a political platform rather than have the
convention evolve from school activities.
Particularly important in relation to schools is the proposal for a state-wide school
boycott that the students planned at the Meridian Convention. At the end of the summer,
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school boycotts were already in place in Shaw and Harmony, and one was about begin in
Indianola ( SNCC: Subgroup A, Series XV: Box 103, Folderl90, Freedom Schools Final Report, 1964). In December 1964, however, a proposal for a state-wide school

boycott did not pass in the MSU meeting .
Increased student activism occurred throughout the fall. Many MSU students, were
expelled from their schools. In Jackson, for example, a student was expelled for one
month for singing a Freedom song. In Starkville, passing around an MSU petition at
school got another student expelled. A teacher told this student to leave town as his
mother’s house could be burned down. Following the summer, Joyce Brown, President
of the McComb MSU was jailed several days for picketing at the Pike County Courthouse.
20 students in Indianola were expelled for the boycott demanding better schools. In Moss
Point, 26 students were arrested for picketing a school. Students also protested and
picketed against various forms of discrimination at drug stores, restaurants, a public
library, local supermarkets, and a bowling alley with some degree of success seen in
different places (F.I.S. Library Project, File drawer, 6 Miscellaneous; File folder, Miss.
Student Union, Mississippi Student Union, 1-5).
Though student activism continued after the summer, local efforts to continue
Freedom School classes for children and adults were on a much, much smaller scale. In
some communities older students were teaching younger students and plans to connect the
schools to community centers were underway, but staffing was limited even though a
number of volunteers stayed on after the summer. Perlstein concluded that having “cracked
the closed society of Mississippi” another kind of organizing was needed after the summer
(1990, 321). Hinman-Smith notes that by winter of 1965, Freedom Schools had collapsed
into other movement activity.
At the beginning of the Summer Project, young SNCC activists, Black and White,
believed that American ideals could be realized by organizing local Black people to demand
their democratic rights. Education would play its role in the liberation of Black people by
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preparing future activists. When the MFDP was denied representation at the Democratic
convention, it became apparent that America, once again, failed to live up to its ideals, and
racism would continue to rule in Mississippi and the nation. At the outset of the summer,
however, this outcome was not anticipated. Volunteers came to Mississippi with great
hope and good intentions to make a difference.
Freedom School Teachers
Teachers are central to any school endeavor. Different philosophies and
expectations, varied motivations and a range of teaching experiences all weave a complex
tapestry for any group of teachers. Freedom School teachers were no different in this
regard. A close examination of their experiences provides multiple perspectives from
which to view the operation of the schools themselves and their relation to the Movement.
College Student Volunteer Teachers
Most of the Freedom Summer volunteers were White, middle-class students from
elite colleges. The majority of the 175 Freedom School teachers who were in Mississippi
as of August 1, 1964 came from this group (SNCC: Subgroup A, Series VIII: Box 50,
Folder 132, Mississippi Summer Project Fact Sheet). They attended a one-week
orientation in late June, a week after the voter registration volunteers had had their weeklong orientation. It was during the June Freedom School orientation that Schwemer,
Chaney, and Goodman disappeared and volunteers were confronted with the possibility of
dying for a cause. Though SNCC leaders took a non-judgmental stance if the volunteers
decided not to go to Mississippi, most of the college students stayed. Two of the teachers
in my study were in the Oxford orientation.
High School Student Volunteer Teachers
A COFO fundraising piece mentions a group of Chicago high school students who
would be going to Mississippi, since they had had experience teaching Negro history to
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their peers through the Amistad Society. It is not clear if this plan for them to go to
Mississippi materialized. (MFDP: Box 4, Folder 12, COFO Publication #5, Adopt a
Freedom School, p. 5)

Professional Teacher Volunteers
Professional teachers were recruited from different places. A COFO promotional
piece, to encourage funding for Freedom Schools before the 1964 summer began, stated
that professional teachers would be sponsored by the National Council of Churches, the
Presbyterian Church and other institutions with educational resources, but I have no further
documentation concerning these religious sponsors (MFDP: Box 4, Folder 12, COFO
Publication #5, Adopt a Freedom School, p. 5).
Forty of the 175 full-time Freedom School teachers in Mississippi as of August 1,
1964, were professional teachers. (SNCC: Subgroup A, Series VIII: Box 50, Folder 132,
Mississippi Summer Project Fact Sheet, COFO, Jackson). Thirty six of these forty

teachers came through the United Federation of Teachers, the New York branch of the
American Federation of Teachers. (USM, Adickes papers). These teachers attended a
weekend orientation in Memphis in July as they had had to complete the school year before
leaving for Mississippi. Nine of the teachers in this study attended orientation in Memphis.
In addition, 50-100 more teachers who were recruited for August, which is when
Jackson Freedom Schools opened, came through the efforts of Friends of SNCC groups in
the Northeast. They attended an August weekend orientation in Washington, D.C. One of
the teachers in this study was in this group. There is no report confirming that 50-100
more volunteers actually came, and there is no breakdown between professional teachers
and college student volunteers in the August group. Given the New York union
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recruitment before the summer and the northeast Friends of SNCC recruitment efforts for
August, it is safe to conclude that most of the professional teachers came from the
Northeast.
Recruitment of the professional teachers raises issues of communication and
perspective. In her study of Freedom Summer volunteers, Rothschild makes note that in
recruitment announcements, schools were presented as mainly an academic endeavor and
the discrepancy between this view and the original political agenda as stated in Cobb’s
Prospectus created fertile ground for later tensions (Rothschild, 1982, p. 95). The UFT

papers bear this out.
In The United Teacher, the newspaper of The United Federation of Teachers
founded in New York in 1960, the announcement to apply to teach in Freedom Schools
did not reflect SNCC’s original goals of developing Black leadership, affirming the
knowledge of the students own experience or teaching African American history. Rather,
one such announcement described a traditional, paternalistic and remedial role for teachers:
The purpose of these schools is to provide remedial and enriched
instruction for the educationally deprived student of Mississippi.
The educational background of Negro students defies description ~
even by the lowest standards in the North. The Freedom Schools
can fill an enormous gap in the experience of those students who
will attend. . .
-93% of the Negro high schools in the state of Mississippi are not
accredited. Study by Randolph Macon College, Peg.
-70% of the Negro population over 25 years of age are ‘functionally
illiterate’, based upon the standard of ‘four years of or less’ of
schooling. U.S. Census, 1960.
-Mississippi ranks 50th in per capita expenditures for education.
Dept, of Health, Education & Welfare.

The Freedom Schools Project is aimed specifically at overcoming
the many educational deficiencies inherent in the Mississippi school
system . . . (The United Teacher, April 23, 1964, p. 12).
With such announcements and without the benefit of the political orientation of the
week-long orientation sessions, it is not surprising that the teachers who went to
Mississippi approached Freedom Schools from a traditional perspective.
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Conflicts among Teachers
Conflicts surfaced among several groups of teachers. In some communities there
were tensions between Freedom School staff and staff for the other SNCC programs. In
McComb, for example, teachers there reported on how visitors remarked at the good
relationships in McComb where Freedom School teachers were treated “as equals and
appreciated by the rest of the staff’ (MFDP: Box 17, Folder 357, Freedom Schools
McComb, p.2). These tensions between teachers and other SNCC workers do not get as

many references among the teacher reports as do conflicts among the teachers themselves.
Conflicts arose between some professional teachers and the college student
volunteers who taught with them in the Freedom Schools. It is not clear how widespread
such conflicts were as they tend to be reported in individual incidents, but reports of
conflicts can be categorized into at least three areas: student-teacher dynamics, peer
teaching relationships, and teaching methods. With regard to student-teacher dynamics, for
example, Joann Ooiman recounted the following incident that also created teacher-toteacher conflict when there was disagreement about how students should be treated:
Only one daytime encounter worth recording-that with 2
professional women teachers (late 20s) who have driven away 2
fellow teachers and are in deep conflict with a 3rd. They are
disciplinarians, very structure-conscious and appallingly unsuited
for a F.S. situation. They’ve ‘suspended’ 3 students. Incredible.
They insist on a this-hour-we-do-this-and-as-the-next-hour-strikewe-change-to-this-set-up: The long suffering fellow working with
them now (only a college sophomore) promises not to quit, but
neither will he remain silent in his protests, sticking up for the
suspended students, arguing for a more flexible, relaxed program
that won’t smack so much of ‘school’ in its formidable sense-very
mixed feelings about these women (Chilcoat & Ligon, 1992, p.
57).
Rothchild also notes that a few teachers “.. .vented their aggressions on their
students. . .were just incapable of conversing with young black students on anything
approaching an equal basis” (1982, p. 104).
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Besides conflicts about how to treat students, which became a source of tension
between teachers in the Meridian Freedom School, Sutherland cites an instance of
professional teachers’ condescension toward college student teacher volunteers:
The classes tend to be larger than the five or six students that were
originally planned: yesterday there were 38 students in my math
class and 41 in my French class. The result is a slowly emerging
super-bureaucracy, and a tendency toward more “conventional”
methods of teaching (this latter being helped along somewhat by
some of our “professional” teachers, who have a condescending
attitude toward the rest of us; the remark, “Well you don’t know
because you’re not a professional has more than once wafted from
their lips. . . (1965, p. 103).
Some professional teachers were able to bridge this gap. Pam Parker, for example,
explains the positive influence of a professional teacher who was a mentor for her in Holly
Springs:
Another teacher, who came down later, has become my partner to
help this class since it is so large and so anxious for as much as we
can give them. Alvin Pam is a professional teacher and has given
me ideas for teaching the class as well as a lot of praise and criticism
for what I am doing. I am still in charge of the class but he has
helped me with ideas and has given one lecture to the class (MFDP:
Box 17, Folder 353, Freedom School Report 18 July 64, p. 1)
The third area of tension surrounds the adaptability of the teachers. In Palmer’s
Crossing, one professional teacher expressed difficulty adjusting his teaching style to a
new population and a different teaching context:
The two schools have nine teachers, five of them (including myself)
professionals. It has been rough. Much of what we know about
teaching must be unlearned or relearned here. The standard
academic approach has not worked at all well, even when material
has been simplified.. .The kids we are dealing with are not trained
to listen to and absorb information presented in an organized,
“logical” manner.. .The students do not seem to be able to follow a
point-by-point presentation at all, whether simple or complex. They
learn by talking, by conversation, by rambling around and beating
the nearby bushes. And they learn by acting things out (Sutherland,
1965, p. 101).
Such tensions in the Freedom Schools do not get explored in depth in any one
source so it is not clear how widespread these patterns were or if and how they were
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resolved. Overall, the White professional teachers in Freedom Schools may have been
remarkably similar to some of the other White volunteers “who came to teach not to learn”
(Dittmer, 1994, pp. 261-262).
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CHAPTER 4
TWELVE FREEDOM SCHOOL TEACHERS: PERSONAL AND PROFESSIONAL
NARRATIVES

There is something very satisfying if you believe in something and
there is a way to go out and fight the dragon. What could be better?
(Sonya, 1999)

The Biographical Landscape
White teachers, like the other White volunteers, joined a Black Movement and
knowingly went into dangerous territory to teach, and one wonders why. What influences
prompted only a few White teachers to take such a risk? Their lives before Mississippi
reveal complex personal portraits without which their narratives as teachers would be
incomplete. Their stories illustrate that though Freedom School teaching gave them a
familiar role to play as teachers, the seeds of activism were planted long before they were
teachers. The following biographical portraits illuminate the forces which ultimately led
these teachers to Mississippi. The stories of these twelve women teachers reveal both
similarities and differences in their personal backgrounds.
Regional differences show that the Northeast is the dominant location from which
these teachers hailed. Two grew up in New York City, two on Long Island, two in New
Jersey, and four in New England with one teacher from the states of Connecticut,
Massachusetts, Maine, and New Hampshire. Two grew up in the Midwest, Cincinnati and
Chicago. At the time they went to Mississippi, six teachers were teaching in New York
City and one on Long Island. The other five teachers were in different cities around the
nation: Lewiston, ME; Boston; New Bedford, MA; Chicago; and Seattle.
Religious differences also come into play. Six teachers are Jewish. Their selfawareness as Jews was a significant identity early in their childhood, but they did not
identify their Jewish identity specifically as an influence in their adult decision to go to
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Mississippi. Rather, being Jewish gave them different perspectives on their own lives and
the nation. Two of the Jewish women grew up in WASP suburbs which heightened their
awareness of their difference. Five women came from Christian upbringings though not
from families where religious identity played a central and defining role for the parents. In
contrast to the Jewish women, only two of these five identified being Christian as a central
influence in their identity or in their decision to go to Mississippi. A third religious identity
was Greek Orthodox. One teacher’s family was Greek Orthodox in a Christian
community, and she herself was bilingual as well. Like the Jewish women, being Greek
was a definite influence on her identity but a more indirect influence on her decision to
participate in Freedom Summer.
Three women came from families where the parents were immigrants: two were
Jewish, one from New York City and one from Chicago; one was Greek in Fitchburg,
MA. Their families identified as socialist though only one family was radical enough that
the teacher in this study would be considered a “red diaper baby.” Nevertheless, for all
three, socialist views were partly related to what democracy was supposed to accomplish,
and as new citizens their families felt that the democratic values of this nation were
supposed to be realized for all. Similarities among these women are evident in their values
and experiences of difference as children.
Whether their families were immigrants or not, ten of these twelve women report
that values of equality and justice, often defined by ‘fairness’ as children, were very
important to them either in congruence with their families’ teachings or in opposition to
them. Strong feelings of fairness generated empathy, which was a common response in
their childhood recollections of injustice witnessed, within the family for three of these
teachers and outside the family context for the others. From first-hand experience, these
women as children understood families, schools and society as contested sites where
values were in conflict.
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On a more personal level, eleven of the twelve recalled feeling different as children,
either within the family, outside the family or both. Within the family, for example, one
teacher had three brothers who physically beat up on her. Four women describe feelings of
separateness from their parents: two of these women recalled knowing their parents’
prejudices were wrong; one teacher never felt supported by her family; one defined her
own religious practice separate from her family’s practice. Exceptional family
circumstances also contributed to feeling different as children. For one teacher, the death
of both parents when she was nine was traumatic. For another, the poverty of her parents’
childhood as well as her father’s blindness created a complex upbringing. Finally,
personalities contributed to feelings of difference. One woman considered herself “a social
misfit” as a girl until she joined a radical activist club as a teenager. Another teacher
described herself as painfully shy to a degree that fostered a sense of isolation from
childhood into her adulthood. Six women recall being outspoken as children and
teenagers. Five women reported their self-definitions as girls was different from the norm
at the time:

two of them were athletic when girls were not encouraged to be so, and two

described themselves as not meeting stereotypical expectations such as an interest in make¬
up or cheerleading. Two others described themselves as being intellectual as teenagers.
Beyond different self-definitions as girls, three of the women illustrate this pattern in
adulthood. At the time they went to Mississippi, these three were married, two with
children. Their activist stance set them apart from the norms for wives and mothers that
were commonly accepted in these years just before the women’s movement.
As teachers, there are also patterns of similarity and difference. Nine of the twelve
did not want to be teachers. Five recalled the limited options for women at the time, and
love of subject matter or love of learning made teaching seem substantive compared to other
jobs. Two people became teachers simply because they needed jobs. Two women did not
want to be teachers because they did not like teaching as traditional classrooms defined it.
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Of those who wanted to teach, three stated a love for children as a reason to teach while the
fourth, a high school teacher, was drawn to the love of subject matter.
A striking similarity among ten of these teachers is that they became critical thinkers
about schools very early in their careers. They saw the system failing in different ways.
One saw the pressure for teachers to conform. Six understood how the system was failing
kids by “dumbing down” the curriculum for Black students or denying them any education
at all, by not supporting the individual needs of children, by teachers perpetuating the status
quo and being satisfied with their own comfort. They challenged what they saw in
different ways as their profiles will reveal.
The professional experiences of these relatively new teachers combined with their
personal experiences from childhood configure differently in their individual stories. Yet at
a particular moment in history, they each made a decision to be in the same place at the
same time. Just as their experiences in Mississippi would be different, each of their stories
is also distinctive. To these stories we now turn through brief biographical sketches to see
more clearly the route each one took to becoming a Freedom School teacher. What
motivations moved them to volunteer in Mississippi? How did they learn the values behind
their motivations? Why did they become teachers? Why did they want to teach in
Mississippi?
Individual Biographical Sketches
For the purpose of highlighting their routes to Mississippi, the twelve teachers can
be categorized in three ways: teachers who went with the Union; teachers who went
because of friends who were already in Mississippi or who were planning to go, and
teachers who went quite independently. In this study, the names of the twelve teachers are
pseudonyms. Each of their stories begins in childhood and traces the influences that led
them to teaching and to Mississippi. Their vignettes end with a brief summary of their
career paths after returning from Mississippi.
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Teachers Who Went with the Union
Nancy is one of five teachers who went with the union, and her story begins in
New York City. Though her parents met in the U.S, both had immigrated from Russia in
1914. They had come for economic opportunity and to avoid the draft before WWI. They
placed a high value on democratic principles as they settled in their new country in a
working class, socialist milieu.
Nancy’s father and uncles were “staunch trade unionists.” Since her father was a
motion picture projectionist, her mother took her to the movies for free three or four times a
week. Nancy was thus exposed to many of the movies of the 1930s such as Grapes of
Wrath and Our Daily Bread which “radicalized” her thinking and developed within her “a

sympathy for the underdog, since childhood” (1:1).
At age 8 or 9, Nancy remembers her mother taking her to May Day parades where
unionists were marching and chanting as they marched in ethnic groups, i.e. Russians,
Greeks, Albanians, in their native dress. Her father was often absent from dinner because
he had picket duty. Family stories of strikes and scabs provided her “not with
indoctrination but information.” For example, she remembers stories of strikers being
beaten up with rubber hoses so as not to leave bruises which could later be identified (3:1).
At age 15 Nancy joined left wing youth clubs. More important than satisfying her
teenage interest in meeting boys was that “I found people I had an affinity with. I was
somewhat of a social misfit. I wasn’t interested in make-up or cheerleading. In the youth
club, people were more intellectual and cultural. I was interested in ballet and opera.
Socially I found a niche” (3:2). This niche reinforced the ideology she had learned at
home.
As a teenager during World War II, Nancy was a “staunch super patriot” but she
became disillusioned during the post-war years. At Hunter College, she became a radical:
she was involved with Students for Henry Wallace in 1948, the Young Progressives of
America, and a member of the Communist Party.
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I became left in terms of my political analysis, went through a
period of Marxist ideological affinity and when that failed just had a
sort of general free floating sense of social justice and fairness and
righteousness and help for the underdog (1:1).
Since she was married and had children right after college, Nancy did not start
teaching until 1959. She taught academics part-time in a Greek Hellenic Cathedral for two
years and also taught brain-injured children for a year. In 1960 she started as a substitute
in a junior high school in Harlem where she taught for 21 years, before and after her
involvements in the South.
Nancy had always wanted to be a teacher. She loved school and liked her teachers.
Secretly she wanted to be a spy or a reporter, but there were not too many professions
visibly available to women at that time. Still, she had an inclination to work with children.
As a teacher she saw her role as an adult who would “help children develop intellectually,
academically, socially and emotionally, probably with the major emphasis on academics”

(1:1).
Her love for children, her sense of racial justice, and her long-standing interest in
the intellectual and historic events of her time led her to teaching in Prince Edward County,
Virginia in the Summer of 1963.
The Civil Rights Movement was on the upswing. It was an
energetic spirited movement and it appealed to my sense of social
justice and fairness and righteousness. I mean I am not a religious
but those are essentially the elements I found so appealing... And
what happened, I remember very specifically. I was contributing
money to various groups, CORE in LA and generally giving
financial support, but it was the Birmingham demonstrations on
TV. When they sicked the dogs on those children something
snapped, something snapped. That was it for me. I could no
longer just contribute money. I had to become personally involved.
The horrendousness of that; it was so outrageous! So when the
union put out a call for volunteer teachers in Prince Edward County
in the summer of ‘63 I volunteered (1:2).

After a very positive and inspirational experience teaching in Freedom Schools in
Prince Edward County, Nancy and Sonya were asked to get the union to sponsor a
summer project for Mississippi the following summer. Nancy’s entry into teaching as
activism had begun.
After returning from Mississippi, Nancy went back to teaching in Harlem. She
became a leader in the anti-war movement and remained a public school teacher in New
York City until she retired.
Sonya grew up in New Jersey and New York, daughter of working class parents
bom in the United States. Her grandparents were German. Though she was raised as a
Lutheran, religion did not become personally meaningful until her teenage years:
It sounds kind of spiritual. I walked by a church in the
neighborhood we lived in, in the Bronx, and I heard singing, and I
was attracted to it. I started going there, a Methodist church, and it
was, you know, just taking Christianity very seriously, believing
that treating one person differently from another just because of
who that person is is wrong. And I just believed that from
childhood on up. . .I’m a skeptical Christian, you know, but how
one behaves towards others has always been very important to me.
That has been the essence of Christianity: how you live, how you
conduct yourself as a human being and how you deal with others in
society (1:15-17).
Sonya took school very seriously, and her life-long support of public education
would be rooted in her own childhood experiences: “I was a working-class child who had
a number of teachers that recognized my promise and encouraged me to set goals and
pursue them” (speech, 9/14/98). Her high school English teacher she remembers
especially because she was a
discriminating, stimulating, intellectual person. . . It was the insight
she had into literature and the insight she encouraged us to have and
her refusal to, I mean in those days attacking a book that had a
religious theme {The Robe for its sentimentality) I imagine was
quite controversial. She was absolutely fearless in her standards
(1:21-22).
Two gym teachers also influenced her because they offered a sports program for girls,
“back in the dark ages.. .when there was nothing for girls:”
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I was never a great player, but I went out for every sport that was
available to me and the effect of that, of having my body collide
with another body and know that I could pick myself up and go on
was the best defensive training I had. When I would go to New
York years later, I just had no fear. You know I knew I could take
care of myself. Being tall, of course, helped, but knowing how to
carry myself so that people wouldn’t spot me as a victim, that was
something those two women gave me through that sports program.
That was important, taking, um, courage (1:23).
She attended Rutgers for her undergraduate degree and then Hunter College for her
masters. Once she moved from New Jersey to New York, she was “immediately
awakened, aware, sympathetic” towards the poor treatment of Black people, and she
participated in a number of supportive actions. She volunteered with a Black woman, for
example, to seek housing and document the differential treatment they each received. “I
was involved, right from the git go when the civil rights movement began” (1:7).
Graduating from college in 1954, Sonya’s first job was secretarial and she hated it.
Because the career opportunities for women were so limited, she decided to shift to
teaching. “I did not want to be a teacher but I finally found it was one of the few jobs that
made sense, that had any kind of substance to it, at least you were doing something of
value” (1:1). Sonya also challenged racism right away. Many of her peers were cynical,
one even referred to the students as “garbage” and he told her in Harlem schools, she
could “hide out for years and no one will ever find you” (1:5). As a teacher, she “cared
about literature, and of course writing and enabling the students to meet some kind of
writing standards” (1:8). In her second school, she tried “to get something worthwhile for
her students”
The department chair wanted the kids to read things like Old Yeller.
The kids wouldn’t have any of it. In fact, the students would say
that they felt so embarrassed going home on the buses because they
would see kids from other schools, and they knew they had much
better books than they were carrying. All Quiet On the Western
Front was one of the texts I found useful (1:8-9).
Sonya also took her students to the library in Harlem because it had a collection of Black
literature. This library would later become the Schomburg Center for Research in Black
Culture. She encouraged the students to consider college, and she extended herself outside
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academic settings by inviting them to her home in another part of the city. Sonya felt the
students were fearful in a new part of the city and outside of Harlem, and she did not invite
students into her home again.
Having been recruited into the Union when she began teaching in Harlem in 1960,
Sonya was ready to respond to the Union project to send teachers to Prince Edward County
in 1963 because the Whites had closed the schools rather than integrate them.
It was just something that spoke to us immediately. Here as a
teacher you could do something meaningful. You could go and
teach kids who had been shut out of schools. There is something
very satisfying if you believe in something, and there is a way to, I
mean go out and fight the dragon. What can be better? (1:14-15).
In Prince Edward County SNCC activists visited the project and asked Sonya and
Nancy to help organize Freedom Schools for Mississippi the following summer.
Mississippi would prove to be a very different experience from the relatively safe, middleclass community of Prince Edward County, Virginia.
After Mississippi, Sonya went back to teaching in public schools and became an
activist in the anti-war movement and the women’s movement. She also started a doctoral
program, after which she entered college teaching and remained there until her recent
retirement.
Sally grew up in Newark, New Jersey with an awareness of racism. Her Jewish
family had strong opinions about democratic ideals and taught her this country was about
equality and everybody was supposed to have an opportunity. Her grandfather had been
an immigrant from Poland and was an Orthodox Jew. Her father, the only one in his
family bom in the U.S., felt his Jewish identity was strong enough to extend himself
beyond the local Jewish community, and he wanted to take advantage of every
opportunity. He took Sally to the United Nations, where she met the first president of the
Philippines, and he took her and her brothers to Washington DC. “If there was something
in this country to see, you go and see it” was the message from home. Her father was very
interested in politics and believed education was the means to buttress democracy and also
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get ahead. While he was a Republican, her mother was a Democrat. Her mother was
emotional and sensitive with a you-help-people attitude. “She would embarrass me by
picking up strange children when we went off to school if it were raining or something like
that” (1:40). Sally remembers looking at The Family of Man with her mother and being
moved by the pictures. Her mother, however, was not able to keep her from being
physically beaten up by her three brothers.
Not surprisingly, Sally absorbed her parents interests in people and places. When
she was about nine, through a UN program, she volunteered her family to host two
Chinese refugee families for Thanksgiving. High school offered other opportunities to
think about the world, for it was the post-war period and there was an emphasis on living
with other peoples. By this time her family had moved to the suburbs. Sally’s teachers
were innovative, though not necessarily reform minded. They knew how to create exciting
classrooms. Her social studies teacher, Mrs. Johnson, was an advisor for the students
attending the Herald Tribune Forums for which Sally was an officer of the platform
committee. Mrs. Johnson is also memorable because of the information she offered to her
students:
She had these handouts that you could go take from a table. And I
didn’t know the armed forces were segregated. And that was one
of the handouts. And that was an eye-opener! There were just so
many things about this country that were out there, that were not
part of the left-wing movement, that were just part of those who
were for democracy and equality and that kind of thing, and I was
passionate about it (1:36).
When she was 17, her interest in the world would take her to the south of France where
she lived with a family through the Experiment in International Living .
Sally’s first exposure to Black people came through the maids that came from
downtown Newark to her home in a residential area of Newark. Sometimes their maid
brought her grandchildren. Sally remembers feeling “better than” they were but also
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comfortable playing together. While she had close, personal contact with Black domestics,
she remembers comments her family would make about Blacks who tried and those who
didn’t.
In college Sally was a French major but continued her love of history. She never
considered herself an activist. After college she did not know what to do. Teaching had
never been appealing. In fact, she never wanted to be a teacher, but she “sort of drifted
over there.” Her first job, without any training and very little mentoring her first year, was
being a kindergarten teacher in a working class school near the suburbs. “I was probably
very unorthodox because I was just going by what the kids were teaching me, what they
needed” (1:3). The next year she took some courses so she could teach in New York City,
where she was living. “Those were the days they were just crying for teachers” and she
got a job in a junior high school where she was astounded at the racist comments of her
peers. She was one of the new group of teachers who was “excessed” at the end of the
year. “I was just one of the teachers who was kind of coping, trying to deal with how to
do this, and I never got support for how to do it” (1:8).
At that time, Sally heard through the Union about the Mississippi project. She had
wanted to go to Prince Edward Country with the Union the summer before but needed to
work. Mississippi attracted her, “something idealistic, something vague about democracy,
equality, helping people in a context that I felt I could do it. And I wanted to see what it
was like, what was going on. There were things I had read” (1:10). While her father was
proud of her going and her mother supportive, her immigrant aunt was not:
She pleaded with me, “Why are you doing this?” To her it was like
I was going to a Pogram. You know, “how stupid can you be?” I
told her people have to go down there and change things... and I
didn’t believe that I was going to be changing anything... I was
going to go down there to learn... I was having trouble with those
people who were saying, “We’re gonna change the world.” I guess
you might say I was saying, “I have to change me first.” Start with
self or something like that. I mean I didn’t say it in that way. I was
going down to find out for myself what it was all about. It was that
simple (1:19;58).
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After Mississippi, Sally returned to teaching in NYC and after a few years went to
graduate school where she did her master’s thesis on W.E.B. duBois. She eventually left
teaching and started a business with a friend writing curricular materials for K-12 schools
on a wide variety of subjects such as the history of women including Harriet Tubman and
Sojourner Truth, civil rights, and Chinese history. Today she is an administrator for one
of the unions of medical workers in NYC.
Frieda grew up in New York City. She had a very difficult childhood, for both of
her parents died when she was nine years old. She lived in different foster homes while
she struggled with a child’s understanding of death, “My father died, there must be
something wrong with me.” She was also conscious of being Jewish. “When you are a
member of a despised group you feel it.” Growing up feeling “despised and rejected,” she
had to work through the emotional challenges of sorting out “what is you, what they say is
you, and what are circumstances.” Her childhood experiences made her sensitive to
“others being in a bad spot.” Empathy was at the root of her deeply held value of fairness
instilled at an early age.
Frieda went to college and majored in French. She never considered herself
political as a young person. She did recall going to a protest for the Rosenbergs because
she simply felt it was wrong, but she did not contextualize that memory with any political
analysis of the case. She was surrounded by others whom she considered far more radical.
Her sister, for example, was in the Young Communist League, but Frieda described herself
quite differently: “I was a dreamer, interested in the arts. .. There was no question about
it. I was not political.”
After college she did not know what she wanted to do; she had no direction. Since
she liked to play with kids and she liked the arts, she decided to teach kindergarten where
children got to explore art. During her five years teaching kindergarten, she was one of
two teachers, each with their own class, in a large classroom. Frieda remembers the
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children from the other class coming to her when they were upset, and she concluded she
must have had more sensitivity than the other teacher. After five years in the classroom,
Frieda became a school counselor.
Frieda was active in the teachers union through which she met Nancy. They were
both supporting a teacher who had been suspended because he refused to do the drills of
putting kids under their desks in case of an emergency. Frieda, too, was opposed to these
drills because she didn’t think they were going to protect the kids. She also responded to
the union’s project to organize teachers to go to Prince Edward County in the summer of
1963. Once again her value of fairness came into play. “On a simple level of fairness, I
felt it was just wrong for those children not to be in school and it was the right thing to do
for the kids. It was like going to another culture, almost like the Peace Corps.”
The experience in Prince Edward County changed Frieda; it “opened up the narrow
places.” Going to Mississippi with the Union was a logical next step. She was the only
one among these twelve teachers who went to Mississippi focused on voter registration,
which was her primary activity while she was there.
After Mississippi, Frieda returned to East Harlem where she continued in her role
as a school counselor in several different schools until 1969. She then became a
psychologist and had assignments in the 600 schools, alternative schools “for delinquent
kids.” She also taught courses at Bronx Community College during the summer. Though
Frieda has officially retired, she continues to work part time in education as a school
psychologist doing psychological evaluations and social histories of children. She also
continues as a learner. When she started working with Hispanics, she learned Spanish. In
recent years, she has taken courses in multicultural issues in counseling and conflict
resolution.
Born and raised on Long Island in the town of Freeport, which was residentially
segregated by race, Mary was the youngest of several children whose ages spanned 20
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years. Being the youngest, she assumed the role of conciliator, especially during the
upheavals of her adolescent siblings. “If there was ever a discord, I’d be in there trying to
patch it up!”
Both her parents were overtly prejudiced against Black people. Her father was an
electrician. Her mother was from South Carolina and had all the racist socialization of the
South which extended to anti-Chinese, anti-Semitic and anti-Italian sentiments. While her
older brothers and sisters weren’t allowed to have Italian friends, by the time Maggie grew
older, there were Italian friends in her group, but she was not supposed to associate with
Jews.
Mary remembers at an early age disagreeing with her family’s biases. For example,
when Joe Lewis was boxing, “I’d be the only one in the family rooting, of course not out
loud, for Joe Lewis. . .1 just innately knew that people aren’t responsible for their skin
color or certain attributes. I would be ashamed of my parents for being that way, but I was
not responsible for them, and I think I knew even as a young child that I’m not responsible
for how they think.”
It is not clear whether the Joe Lewis experience came before or after the Cynthia
Rigby incident, when racism manifested itself literally in her own backyard. “It was a very
traumatic little experience that probably is the reason I went to Mississippi.”
I was probably about eight or nine. I had asked Cynthia who, by
the way, was a daughter of a lawyer. My father was an electrician!
Cynthia came to play with me one afternoon and my mother looked
out the window. My mother who was brought up in South
Carolina, thank you. Saw me playing and called me in and told me
I had to tell her to go home. I said, “But she doesn’t have to go
home until dinner time. Her mother knows where she is; she
doesn’t have to go home”! My mother said, “Oh, yes she does; you
tell her it’s her dinner time now”. I was, like, “It isn’t!” It was
totally unfair! Totally unfair. I mean, first of all, not only was she
one of the smartest kids in the class she was the only one who
understood “do-re-me-fa-so-la-ti-do”. She really was the only one
who knew what the teacher was talking about when she was talking
about “do-re-me-fa-so-la-ti-do”. The teacher would always say, ^
“Cynthia, what does this start on?” and she would say “ti” or “do”
or something. I never made sense of that. She was just a really
neat kid. I wish I could find her today.

150

While Mary’s parents’ prejudice was a force in her upbringing, Miss Berman,
Mary’s fourth-grade teacher, was her “hero.”
During WWII, there was a youngster, her name was Ursula
something or other, and she was German descent. Some bully
bullied her out on the playground one day about being German and
how that was an enemy of ours and that kind of thing. This
wonderful teacher, Miss Berman, gave the class the most beautiful
lecture just on the whole thing of blaming one person for other
things over which they have no control and of picking on a minority
and that kind of thing. I do remember that 4th grade lecture. I
always think back... Miss Berman I really respected and admired a
lot because she would do things like talk about important things like
being kind to each other. Like the stuff that was really important in
life. Whereas other teachers would just tell you what was right or
wrong, she would delve into moral stuff. That being a bully to
somebody who is German is just as much as being a bully to a Jew
or an American, you know, any of that kind of talk which is really
important.
Mary was very aware of the treatment of the Jews during WWII from the news
before the movies, “the eyes and ears of the world.” She remembers being afraid for her
niece when she saw footage of bayonets being put through babies, and she knew about the
concentration camps and saw images of people who looked like skeletons. All of these
incidents - her mother’s rejection of Cynthia Rigby, Miss Berman’s lecture, and the War
images - came within a relatively short time span, around age eight or nine. The global,
school, and home settings all gave Mary messages about differences and their
consequences.
During high school, she unexpectedly found parental support to go to college. In
grade 10 her mother, out of the blue, asked her school counselor what Mary would have to
do to go to college. “I couldn’t sleep that night! it was one of thq joyous nights of my
life!” None of her siblings had gone to college. Growing up in the Depression, her three
sisters were waitresses, but at this point in time after the war Mary had the opportunity for
more education, as had an older brother through the GI Bill. Mary enrolled at New Paltz
State Teachers College, first as a secretarial student and then she changed to teacher
preparation.
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On campus Mary was a leader in student organizations. She was president of the
drama club and an officer in her sorority (not president but treasurer “because you got paid
$5 a week and you could eat on that.”) However, she was not involved with any
social/political activism. The one protest she organized, that brought her into conflict with
the housemother of her dorm and the dean, was to put a stop to a roommate’s stealing.
Mary did not think of herself as an activist at all. (This pattern would hold true after
Mississippi as well.)
College offered Mary a career in teaching. She had known she didn’t want to be a
waitress, a secretary, or a nurse. Secretly she had wanted to be a psychiatrist but knew she
could never afford to become a doctor first, and she did not know about social work.
Teaching appealed to her because she liked kids and she felt she could do a good job,
“make it more interesting than people had for me” and that “it could be fun. You could
share fun with kids and teach them at the same time.” Perhaps the greatest testimony to her
commitment to helping kids have fun while learning is evident in her habit of staying at
school on Friday afternoons to teach square dancing, a math lesson, “all kinds of things
like how to read diphthongs in the dictionary, what schwas were, how to read music, etc.”
From 1959-1963 Mary’s first teaching assignments were overseas in integrated
schools with the U.S. Air Force (Newfoundland, England and France). She returned to
the U.S. when Kennedy was elected. “One of the reasons I came home from overseas
when I did was because Kennedy became president, and I said, ‘Oh, I need to be home for
this!”’ Through her sister’s neighbor, she found a job teaching fourth grade in an
elementary school in Amityville, Long Island in 1963-64.
Having been in integrated military schools, Mary was soon unhappy in Amityville.
It was the first year the school was being integrated. Besides not having enough books at
different levels for students, the racism of her peers was troubling and influential in her
decision to go to Mississippi:
The teacher across the hall from me actually came into my room on
Halloween and said that one ofthem had stolen candy. I said,
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“What?” I wasn’t even thinking what she was saying. “Our
Halloween candy has been stolen. This never happened before they
came.” She was talking in front of the kids, and I was appalled! It
was a shock to me to see teachers who were just aghast to have their
classes integrated.
During this school year Mary resigned from the elementary school in Amityville. “I didn’t
feel I could influence them to change.” She found another teaching job for the following
year, responded to a UFT ad in The New York Times, and then signed up to go to
Mississippi for the summer of 1964.
A final influence on her decision was not so much her personal religious identity as
a Christian but the pattern of Christians not being activists. Mary remembers explaining
her decision to go to Mississippi to her best friend who was Jewish: “‘The people who
seem to run and help are always Jewish; it’s about time Christians did this too!’ I don’t
have a family; I’m not tied down to anything. I have the summer off. I just thought this
would be a neat thing to do.”
At the end of the summer, Mary went home for a short visit and then returned to
Mississippi for another ten months. Somewhat distressed, her mother asked her, “What’s
in this for you?” Mary told her that everything one did wasn’t just to get something, that
sometimes one does something because it’s the right thing to do. Later, her mother
explained that that conversation had changed her way of thinking about what was going on
in Mississippi.
When Mary left Mississippi the following June, she returned to teaching.
Eventually she got her doctorate in special education and stayed in this field for the rest of
her career.
Teachers Who Went with Friends
Robin’s story is the first of the four teachers who went to Mississippi because of
friends. She grew up in Manchester, NH in a lower middle class community where she
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attended public schools. Her father, a graduate of

shared equally with her and her

brother his excitement about ideas and learning. Being Jewish they were always made
aware of things, but Robin did not suffer from Anti-Semitism while growing up. Her
mother identified strongly with the Jewish community, yet enjoyed meeting people from all
over the world. Robin cannot specifically remember how she developed her strong
reaction to unfairness; “I was bom with it.” She remembers a homeless lady ending up in
their living room. She knew then that the world was unfair, that systems were unfair.
This concept would trickle down to the context of family relationships as well. She
specifically recalls visiting one of her childhood friends, a boy from the Greek Orthodox
community, in a reform school. She remembers being “aghast” because his parents gave
up on him and placed him in an institution because he was “stubborn.” She recalls
believing that this placement was unfair. Besides knowing “this tawny kid,” in high school
Robin met a Black person for the first time, though she doesn’t recall any personal
relationship, just a positive feeling about the racial difference.
At Brandeis, she would come to have many friends from different countries such as
Ghana and Turkey, and she continued to see that attitudes toward all minorities were
unfair. However, Robin was not an activist in college. When her mother became ill during
her first year in college, Robin became involved in all kinds of student activities so as not
to dwell on her mother’s illness and death. Her academic work was in English and
American literature with a minor in psychology. She also took methodology courses at
Lesley College to prepare to teach though she did not want to be a regular classroom
teacher.
After college Robin did not know what she wanted to do. She liked kids but not
the discipline aspect of traditional classrooms. She did not see herself as a professional,
and she did not want to marry. Rather, she preferred to “travel a lot and be free.” Before
doing so, Robin was a reading specialist in Winthrop Public Schools for grades 1-3, and
she was on her way to the Brookline public schools for the fall of 1964. Though it was a
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relief not to be a classroom teacher,” and she liked what she was doing, Robin got bored
teaching and would later find herself “fed up” with administration, “even in good
systems.”
Through Black friends she became aware of the civil rights movement after college
when she began to live in the Black community in Roxbury where she had close, “intense”
relationships with friends who where Black. Through such contacts she continued to learn
about unfairness as her friends were stopped late at night and taken in as suspects. She
learned that “when you are Black you could be good as gold and brought down and
humiliated. Anything that smacked of separatism bothered me.” One of her friends was a
Black singer who was going to Mississippi as part of the artists group who had organized
in New York (probably the Caravan of Music). Robin went to orientation in Washington,
D.C. in early August en route to Gulfport. Among other things, she learned “there wasn’t
anything in Mississippi worse than Boston; it just looked different.”
After the summer of 1964, Robin returned to Boston. She taught in Japan from
1965-66 and by 1967 she had returned to Boston and was working at Kennedy Hospital,
where she taught in the developmental reading department and did some teacher training as
well. She loved working with autistic kids especially. She later taught in Lexington, MA,
though that was short lived because she was outspoken about the way the special education
students were labeled and treated. She then taught in Boston Public Schools for five years
and became active in local civil rights efforts such as Mel King’s Bridge Program. In
1976, she moved to the Caribbean where she currently resides. Ever since Mississippi she
has lived in a Black community either at home or abroad.
Dale grew up as a very shy girl in southern Connecticut. Her mother was a nurse
and did volunteer work on the board of education and with other civic groups. Helping
others was a strong message from her mother’s actions. Dale recalls her family being
active in the Congregational Church, and she would later appeal to them for typewriters and
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paper and other materials to take to Mississippi. From her own schooling, she remembered
only a second grade art teacher and a high school art teacher who inspired her.
Though she never felt very supported by her family, Dale was the first in her family
to go to college. At Syracuse, she was an art major and loved studying art because art
majors could take whatever they wanted. After college for two years she taught art in a
girls’ school in Kenosha, Wisconsin, and during one of those summers she went to a
Quaker work camp in Mexico. While in the Midwest, she met a man who would later
become one of the key leaders in SNCC. Because of this relationship, she was persuaded
to move East where she learned about the Black experience. Her friend would explain to
her the current events of the Civil Rights Movement. “I had no idea! He didn’t preach; he
just quietly talked. We had friends who were red diaper babies, who went to Elizabeth
Irwin High School and Little Red Schoolhouse and hootenannies and knew Pete Seeger.”
At this time Dale also began teaching reading to Latino kids in Harlem. “I was on a
mission and wanted ghetto kids to learn how to read, but I didn’t love reading myself; I
loved art? When I got evangelical about helping people that’s when I got into trouble. I
was coping most of the time... I’m still trying to figure out how to teach!”
A theme that runs throughout her youth is that of being “ignorant about the
world.” She awakened to the realities of the world around her through relationships. In
college, her roommate had studied the labor movement. Another grad student, who was
her tutor, took her folk dancing. In Wisconsin, she felt cloistered as an art teacher until a
new White teacher from Georgia came to her school. Her new colleague “brought so much
life. She taught me about the world: history and current events.” Dale also remembers
learning about world hunger from her activist friends in New York and being immediately
horrified and feeling she needed to do something about the lack of equality. From her
relationships with SNCC activists, she went to Mississippi first in 1963 to join the
Freedom Riders. “It felt very impulsive to me. I don’t remember talking about it or
weighing any concerns.”
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That summer she spent 45 days in jail, a depressing time that called up memories of
the cell block shared by local women, some of whom probably had TB. The Black
orderlies brought them grits, black strap molasses and sweet, dark coffee. One time a little
newspaper clipping was slipped under the coffee cup telling of her SNCC friend being
beaten. Because the mail was censored, families wrote to the jailed activists in code and
they responded likewise. However, when Dale got a letter from her mother saying “The
weather is nice. I put up ten quarts of peaches. Dad’s feeling fine,” her cellmate asked her
what it meant. She explained there was no code being used; her family was just writing
about what they were doing. They did not seem to understand her situation.
After the summer in jail, Dale went back to New York. Though she was “terrified”
to take the teaching exam for NYC she did so, and while waiting for certification, she
refused to take the oath that she had never been a member of the Communist Party. The
following summer she returned to Mississippi to teach in the Freedom Schools.
After Mississippi, Dale “cut off all connections” with SNCC and returned to
teaching. At first she taught in an after-school program, then in All Day Neighborhood
Schools started by Bank Street. She got a Master’s degree in special education at Teachers
College. She taught at Manhattan Children’s Center and in Momingside Heights.
Eventually she became an adjunct college professor teaching literature and incorporating
Black writers into her courses. She left teaching in the late 70s/early 80s and took
computer programming. Dale is now a technical writer.
Alex is the daughter of immigrant parents, both from Russia. Her mother came in
1919 and her father in 1923. She grew up in Chicago until age 12, when her family moved
to the suburbs where there were very few other Jewish people. “I think I always felt like
something of an outsider; that (move) did have a big impact on me (1:8, 32-33).” Though
her father was a socialist when he was a child, by the time Alex went to college he had
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become a businessman. She, however, remembers always being “kind of left. I think my
parents had something to do with it just in terms of teaching me a sense of fairness and
equity and justice” (1:8).
An undergraduate at Brandeis University (class of ‘59), Alex recalls being very
political and identifying as a socialist, “but in those days, in the ‘50s, the real radical
socialists did nothing. We considered it sort of fruitless and silly to be activists” (1:7).
Later as a graduate student in history at the University of Chicago for two years, she was in
a couple of civil rights/civil liberties organizations but “not in any way that was very
noteworthy” (1:9). Several events during her first years of teaching were more directly
related to her decision to go to Mississippi.
In 1961 Alex became a high school teacher after realizing she did not want to get a
doctorate in European intellectual history. “I was more of a dilettante and for lack of
knowing what to do I got a job as a high school teacher” (1:5). Though the profession
seemed to “fit” her and she liked it a lot at the outset, her experiences would unfold into
conflictual realities. She liked the classroom and she liked students. She liked the idea of
expanding students’ knowledge, but in high school “you were trying to translate it to high

school level students, and that was a real challenge. It was real interesting, but after a
while it also became kind of frustrating. The limitations of that. So I can’t say I was a
dedicated teacher” (1:6). She also felt the limitations of suburban high school teachers who
seemed to her “kind of limited, not very interested in the world around them” (1:7). Alex,
however, was interested in the world around her.
Long before teaching about the Holocaust would become a common enterprise in
U.S. high school teaching, Alex made this topic a bigger part of European history than her
school’s curriculum prescribed. “It was thought of as a Jewish thing, and I wanted to try
to figure out how to teach it in a way that made it universal” (1:7). In this context, she read
two books that influenced her: Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem, and Bruno
Bettleheim’s The Informed Heart. “I think those two books probably had a big impact on
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my decision to go to Mississippi.. .the notion that not to act on your beliefs is as good as
not having your beliefs. And I guess that was really what did it as far as the beliefs
themselves” (1:7,12).
Experiences in Mississippi also drew her there. One of her college friends was
with SNCC in Jackson. Over Christmas 1963, Alex and a friend (who would also later to
go Mississippi) went to visit Mendy Samstein in Jackson en route to New Orleans for the
Sugar Bowl.
It was the year that Alabama and MI were playing, so it was a very
racist kind of atmosphere, very Dixie kind of atmosphere, and I
think that had a pretty big effect on me coming from the SNCC
office to the Sugar Bowl.. I drove down again over my spring
vacation with a couple of friends. We visited the Jackson project,
and I guess that’s what did it (1:9-10).
As the school sponsor to an extra curricular social studies club, Alex turned it into
“a kind of social activism club and had some speakers from SNCC come and even had a
book and clothing drive for Mississippi” (1:9). In addition, in preparing to join SNCC for
the summer, she wrote a thirty page “Curriculum Study for Mississippi Freedom Schools”
focusing on the parallel conditions of persecution in Nazi Germany and the South, though
she did not use the curriculum that summer. In the fall, Alex stayed on in Mississippi for
another ten months.
After leaving Mississippi in 1965, Alex returned to Chicago and trained teachers for
the Anti-Defamation League for a year. She then went to law school and has practiced law
ever since. She is currently an attorney defending prisoners on death row.
Lauren is the fourth teacher who went to Mississippi with friends. Growing up in a
White, liberal community on Long Island, her childhood did not expose her to civil rights
or other activist efforts. Because her village was the site of a major research facility,
however, there was an exposure to international perspectives from the people who were
connected to the research laboratories.
Neither Lauren’s family nor any church affiliation provided any particular emphasis
on justice, though awareness of injustice came from the news. College would be the
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context in which Lauren came to deepen her views about justice. At Oberlin, she came to
accept the concept of social responsibility though she was not an activist at that time. She
did feel it was important “to do something meaningful with one’s life,” and this idea was
reinforced at Bank Street, where she did her graduate study in education.
Lauren had good experiences in school as a child, but in terms of her future she had
not eyed teaching as a career, “No, not at all!” At the end of high school her interest was in
science. Her science classes offered hands-on projects and field trips designed by
enthusiastic teachers who worked with the students after school as well. Once at Oberlin,
however, the liberal arts curriculum influenced her to be broader in what she was learning.
With limited options for women, teaching was an obvious route as it touched her own
enjoyment of learning. The role of the teacher was to help young people learn and to
develop a love for learning.
It was as a graduate student in New York that Lauren encountered SNCC recruiters
for Freedom Summer. She remembers how “VERY impressed” she was with their
organization, commitment and honesty. She felt “it did not seem too much to ask” for
White people to go to Mississippi to bring national attention to what was going on there.
After Mississippi, Lauren continued with SNCC in Chicago for two years and then
became a classroom teacher for many years in different settings. She currently works as an
administrator in a state department of education.
Teachers Who Went on Their Own
One of three children, Leah was brought up in Cincinnati, Ohio, by her parents and
an aunt who was part of the family unit. All three of the parental adults in Leah’s life had
been raised in an orphanage in Baltimore due to the economic hardship of their families.
Her father had been taunted as a child for being Jewish, and though a strong Jewish
identity would be expressed within Leah’s home, her father’s personal identity outside the
home was that of a patriotic and Republican veteran who was blinded in WWI.
Throughout her childhood, Leah’s father had strong words that instilled the value of justice
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in her; but his other words, parallel to his sister’s ideas, just as often communicated
judgmental messages. Her, mother, on the other hand, was “the real equal everybody”
(2:9).
A childhood incident brought these mixed messages to the fore when Leah was not
allowed to eat with her beloved “Ella,” a young woman who came weekly for a short
period to help with the ironing. Ella was Black, and the stance Leah’s parents took
confused her:
That’s my first intimate experience, close up, not only of a Black
person but of the injustice within my own family, and that my
family could operate that way (2:5-6).
Leah had little contact with people of color through her schooling as she attended
mostly White schools. As a scholarship student, she went to Smith College with her
family’s views that “the John Birch society is going to save America and McCarthy has
been unfairly maligned” (2:8). College life transformed her thinking and brought her into
many family conflicts. Leah became president of the interfaith group on campus, an
activist group that invited bus boycotters from Montgomery to campus. Later at Yale she,
herself, became an activist. She was one of three leaders who developed Challenge, a
student movement at Yale focusing on the issues of nuclear testing and racism, “maybe the
first White student movement.” They organized a symposium on nuclear arms. “We
turned my apartment into a movement house and typewriters and phone calls and...”
(2:11). After Yale, Leah took a high school teaching job in Evanston, Illinois, and she
would return to Yale twice to participate in Challenge events. In Evanston she joined the
peace movement and participated in marches and other events during those three years.
Leah’s decision to focus on racism emerged out of a trip to Israel after her first year
of teaching in Evanston. She recalls realizing that though there was racism against Arabs in
Israel, she needed to go home and “fight racism in my own language and in my own
country. So I already knew after my first year (of teaching) that that was my focus (2.14).
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As an English teacher in Evanston, she taught an honors course and emphasized the
literature by Black authors. She selected Cry the Beloved Country, Huck Finn (which she
taught from a radical perspective) Raisin in the Sun, and poetry of Langston Hughes.
Because of her emphasis on the experience of Black people, Leah’s students named the
course, “the three Negro Honors” (2:11).
After Evanston, Leah applied with her husband to the Peace Corps and was
“selected out” from two training programs for being too political. She then moved to
Seattle, where she joined CORE and participated in sympathy marches for the March on
Washington and planned other local events. Besides teaching as an adjunct writing
instructor at a local college, Leah volunteered with her husband to teach in prisons. After
her divorce, she saw an article in The Guardian about the Summer Project. “I couldn’t not
go; there it was and it was exactly right. There was no question” (1:1).
Having taught for four years, the Freedom Schools had attracted her attention.
Leah had decided to be a teacher when she was an undergraduate, for she loved English
literature and intellectual life. Teaching in Mississippi, however, would be quite different.
Leah stayed beyond the summer for another year.
After Mississippi, Leah went to New York where she became a high school
teacher. She was soon fired for applying some of the Freedom School pedagogy in her
classes. She then got a job as an elementary school teacher, also in New York City. From
there she went to Western Mass, where she taught elementary school and also held a
position as an adjunct instructor teaching writing at a state college. At age 50 she returned
to school for a doctorate in education; she is now teaching in a teacher education program at
a state college.
Gail grew up in Fitchburg, MA, “where there was no such thing as social activism
in the fifties.” Her parents emigrated from Greece when they were children; she and her
parents were fully bilingual. As a social worker her father became an advocate for other
Greek immigrants, and her mother, a strong, opinionated woman, was also a social
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worker. “They would both come home and talk about it (their work) so I guess something
must have been transferred there.” She does remember, even as a child, being sensitive to
double standards and bothered by them, “seeing how some people get some things and
other people didn’t get them” (1:10-11).
While her parents were conservative in many ways, her uncle was not. He was a
member of the socialist labor party and Gail remembers reading the socialist literature he
would leave at their house. She liked what she read:
At age thirteen, I remember writing to various socialist literature
publications by the name of Serge M. .. M... was my last name,
and I just picked Serge because I thought it’s a good name and
they’ll think I’m a man and they’ll probably think I’m Jewish so it’ll
work (1:15).
Through her uncle, she was also exposed to Black musicians, and her introduction
to African Americans was through music that she loved. “On the one hand, he taught me to
revere Black people for their abilities; on the other hand, he taught me there was a
difference, “they played it (their instrument) harder than White musicians because of their
life experience” (1:17).
While her musical and political ideas were being shaped by influences out of the
mainstream, Gail’s gender identity was also developing in contrast to the standard norms
for girls. “Everything in the culture pointed to that girls don’t think, girls aren’t supposed
to be interested in politics.. .1 hated to shop, I hated clothes, I hated makeup. I just didn’t
like a lot of the things girls were supposed to like” (1:17). In high school, her ideas
challenged her teachers. As a high school junior, she applied to the debating society by
writing a speech using her father’s books at home and doing her own research.
The English teacher took her big red pen and put a big x down the
middle of the speech and said, “You can’t say that; it’s communist”
And, I mean, I didn’t know it was communist... It was really
shocking. I went back and tried to rewrite it and couldn’t come up
with another point of view so I just eliminated that section. In a
sense I compromised by taking it out and I think I said I’m never
doing that again. At that point I knew why some teachers were
hostile to me (1:11-12, 15).
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Gail was also different from her friends in responding to peers. She recalls having
a girlfriend who had a nervous breakdown in junior high school. When she returned from
the hospital Gail went to see her alone because her friends were afraid of mental illness.
I was appalled that no one wanted to go see her. I wasn’t afraid at
all. I used to visit her regularly and that’s when I realized also that I
was a little different and that I was somewhat fearless, and I guess
that also had to do with going to Mississippi; I’m not afraid of stuff
like that... a lot of other people are all absorbed in themselves in
some way that I wasn’t. I was always outward looking.. .and my
other girlfriends were not like that (1:13-14).
From high school, Gail went to Wheelock College which appealed to her because it
was small and it was all women. She always knew she was going to be a teacher and she
wanted to teach little kids. She also thought training to be a teacher would help her be a
better mother. At Wheelock, she remembers learning the importance of teaching children
according to where they were in their developmental process and being able to identify
teachable moments, which were the times “when a kid could learn.. .The purpose of the
teacher was sort of a guide and that your job was to bring out somebody’s potential and
help them develop it” (1:3). In her first year of teaching, she approached her students as
individuals and became an advocate for meeting individual needs, which challenged the
usual routines teachers followed.
While still at Wheelock in 1961, she remembers watching the freedom rides
through Alabama,
it really caught my attention and I said, ‘Wow, I would like to do
something like that but I didn’t know how to get there or do any of
that stuff.. . And then the next thing that caught my attention was
the March on Washington in 1963. By that time I was married, and
I asked my husband to go with me to the March, and he said, “No
way,” so I watched it wishing I was there. I didn’t want to go
alone, but these things were starting to add up. Then I saw Sheriff
Connor being interviewed and he had his dogs in tow... I’ll never
forget his phrase, “We can handle our Negroes ourselves.” And I
sat back and I said, “I’m living in the same country with a man like
this? Noway. And Bull Connor got me to go down there... You
know, I was first generation American. .. and if this was the
country I’m adopting, I want to help shape it. I don t want to live
in a country like that...
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When Gail learned that teachers from New York were organizing to go to Mississippi, her
response was immediate:
I said, Aha! I can go with them. Finally, there was an avenue for
me to go. I said, “I’m a teacher; I can do that. This is something I
can do as a contribution. They want teachers. That’s me.” It was a
way to get there. So I called the UFT and said I wanted to go and
they said, “Well you’re not a member of the union. ..” and I let
them know I was very serious. I was a first grade teacher and I
could teach reading in the Freedom Schools and somehow I
convinced somebody that it would be all right to save a seat on the
bus for me.
After the summer, Gail went home and then decided to stay on in Mississippi and worked
doing Voter Registration until December 1964.
As an educator, she continued her career but in alternative settings. She taught with
a job corps program right after Mississippi. She also went to Harvard for a master’s
degree program in alternative education. Advocacy would remain an abiding theme in the
various organizations where she was a director such as Head Start and a local Office for
Children. Currently, Gail is an executive director of the Association for Retarded Citizens.
Like Gail, Peg did not know anyone else going to Mississippi. She too had vivid
childhood memories that she connected to her Mississippi experience. She grew up in a
family where prejudice was quite openly expressed. Her father was against Jews, and her
mother, a southerner, was equally negative about Black people. Before the age of ten, for
example, Peg was in a school chorus and her mother was shocked when she attended the
performance and saw her standing beside a Black child. Peg’s parents sent her to the
Presbyterian church though they themselves did not attend. As a child, Peg remembers the
contradiction between church teachings and people’s behaviors, and she became concerned
about the talk of religious values without corresponding actions. She remembers that it
didn’t make sense to her as a child that some people were superior to others, but later she
would understand people created a pecking order to feel superior. At a young age. Peg
became outspoken about inequalities she saw, and as a teenager she kept on challenging.
Though adults diminished her concerns, she did not stay silent. Books became an
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important source of support, especially in high school when she read Voltaire, whose ideas
challenged the traditional religious views she had been taught.
Being third in her high school class, Peg went on to a small college in the South
that was “not too expensive.” Since her parents had not gone to college she did not know
about scholarships that could have opened other school options to her. Her interest was in
history, but she was drawn to English, because of a “marvelous professor,” and to
philosophy.
Marriage took Peg and her husband, a college professor, first to Vermont and then
to California before they went to Lincoln University, a Black college in Pennsylvania.
There Peg tutored students in philosophy. Previously she had not wanted to become a
teacher because lecturing did not appeal to her. She wanted to engage with students’
questions and saw her role as a helper to develop students’ enjoyment of a subject. She
found students needed to talk about their studies, not just attend large classes. She
preferred “a seminar style, like the Freedom Schools” which would later offer her the
opportunity to teach in a way she preferred.
At the time Peg went to MI, she and her husband had returned to Maine where she
was involved with the local NAACP chapter. She wrote to Senators and Representatives
and helped with the state civil rights newsletter. What moved her to go to MI was her
teenage daughter’s challenge that mostly what they did was talk about equality and not do
anything, perhaps a connection to her childhood views of adults’ contradictions. Peg felt
she must act on her beliefs if they were to mean anything to her children. At age 40,
Freedom Summer presented Peg with that opportunity.
After the summer in Mississippi, Peg intermittently taught courses as an adjunct
faculty member at a community college and at the University of Maine. She also continued
her local involvements with the NAACP. She is now retired and working on a women’s
history project.
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Teachers in the Freedom Schools
It is hard to generalize about the Freedom Schools (Dittmer, 1994; Rothschild,
1982), and this observation holds true for teachers as well. Both people and place were
sources of difference in a common cause. As previously noted, rural schools, offered
different challenges than urban schools as the extent of local, organized activism varied. In
Indianola and Greenville, for example, Leah and Nancy along with their co-workers had to
clean up their buildings, build shelves and make the classroom space ready. In Canton,
Peg and her co-worker had to locate students and were successful mainly because the
minister urged his congregation to respond. There had been no activism in that area
previously. In contrast, other teachers went into an organized set-up. Some of the teachers
arrived after the schools had started because they had had to finish out the school year up
North before going to Mississippi. Gail, Sally, and Dale, for example, entered into
Freedom Schools already in process. Furthermore, in the Hattiesburg area described as
“idyllic” by Sonya, there was a history of activism in the community and a system of
Freedom Schools with two northern African American teachers serving as
‘superintendents’ of approximately 6 schools in Hattiesburg proper.
All the teachers faced the structural challenges of unexpectedly large numbers of
students with a wide range of ages, from 7-70 in some instances, irregular attendance, and
heat! Two teachers ended up not teaching very much. In Tupelo there were too many
teachers, so Lauren switched to voter registration after two weeks. In Greenville, Freida
was mainly assigned to voter registration as well. Thus the information in this study on
actual teaching in Freedom Schools comes from the experiences of ten women, though the
experiences of all twelve subjects informs the picture of family and community relations
which contextualizes the work in Freedom Schools, voter registration and community
centers.
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Teacher Recruitment and Expectations
Having been recruited by APT and UFT announcements that emphasized the
inequality of Mississippi schools and the need for remediation, professional teachers went
to Mississippi with traditional expectations. Some teachers proceeded to teach in ways they
had always taught. For Sonya the main emphasis was “mostly academics.” She did
lesson plans every day as she drew on her experience teaching literature in New York high
schools:
I did what I’ve always done. Read books, discuss and then
through writing making connections to their own lives.
Nancy remembers specifically providing traditional instruction with activities “doomed to
success:”
We provided instruction in reading, word recognition and made
flow charts based on conversations on topics of interest to the
children. They would talk about their experience at home. I
remember one kid was talking about a hunting experience with his
grandfather, personal experience. We would write down the flow
of the narrative and then we’d ask the child to read it, and he was
able to read back his own words, and if he got stuck on a word it
was easy to get the initial sound and once he got the initial sound he
would remember from the context and hey, “Look everyone. I’m
reading.” And we’d heap praise and encouragement on them. And
we focused a lot on skills, on phonetic skills, word recognition,
syllabication. We did some of that rhythmic thing of syllables and
clapping and tapping, and with the older kids we did use some of
the popular songs (1:11).
Though Dale recalls teaching some math and spelling, she was able to concentrate on
teaching art, her passion, because she had brought materials with her from New York. Art
projects included drawing, printmaking with linoleum blocks, collage, and self-portraits.
“I loved the work!” she vividly remembered. Gail also approached Freedom School in
familiar ways:
The professional teachers knew what to do. We treated it as a
school. It’s a school. We’re going to have class, we’re going to
have recess. . . we’re going to have a baseball team. It was an
alternative school. It was alternative to their regular schools. So
we had to be different. But it had to have learning. It was a school,
it wasn’t just play ( 2, p. 32).
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As a first grade teacher, Gail had the same group of younger kids during the summer, first
through fourth grades, and she focused heavily on teaching reading, a lot of writing and
penmanship and developing skills.
Two high school teachers felt the Freedom Schools demanded they teach in a
different way, and they emphasized how they had to change their approach. Alex, for
example, had expected the classes to be remedial, but she shifted gears quickly:
The Freedom Schools didn’t really teach academic stuff at all. And
I hadn’t realized that. I thought the Freedom Schools would be a
way of catching kids up to, given the bad educational systems, that
of course would have been impossible to do, and it was a pleasure
not to have to try (1:16).
As a high school teacher, Alex also had to make an adjustment to the informality of the
Freedom Schools:
I was very unnerved by having students call you by their first name,
but I didn’t argue. I was used to these very spoiled children (in the
North). You know, if you give them an inch they will take a mile.
But I had no idea what I was dealing with. Black kids who were
scared to death, I mean it’s hard to remember how scared these kids
were and how kind and tolerant. They were just the very opposite
of the kids I had taught (1:12-13).
Leah, too, commented on the shift she had to make. She had been a teacher for three years
and was used to being in charge. She had to overcome her competitiveness and leam to
listen rather than talk (1:4).
None of the teachers talked about team teaching in the North, though in middle and
high schools there were departments by subject. In the Freedom Schools, however,
teachers had to work together daily and as previously noted some conflicts did surface.
Two teachers in this study, however, recalled team efforts that seemed to go smoothly.
Nancy recalls weekly planning sessions in Greenville with two other teachers from New
York having daily meetings to check in. In Palmer’s Crossing, Sonya explained that four
teachers worked together starting each day in teams and then breaking up into smaller
groups to do different subjects, which may be why some teachers used the formal
curriculum more than others. Peg recalled careful planning with the one other teacher in
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her smaller school. In general the nature of the Freedom Schools seems to have required
teachers to collaborate even if they did so with varying degrees of success.
Curriculum Content
In spite of the difference between formal and informal approaches to content, seven
of the ten teachers recall teaching Black history and/or Black literature. Sally remembers
teaching Black history in between French lessons. Peg had read up on Black history
before she went to Mississippi and brought a book of Langston Hughes’ poetry with her.
Notes from her journal elaborate on the content of her classes which include aspects of both
the Negro history curriculum and the citizenship curriculum:
Wednesday, July 22. 20 students today. (9:30-10:30). Discussed
origin of slavery in America - slave revolts - Negroes in American
Revolution - mutiny on the Amistad. It would be fine if we had A
Pictorial History of the Negro for every student: less lecturing and
more discussion. (12:00-12:30) About 6 students picked a poem a
piece by Hughes and read aloud. Three of us read Fables For Our
Time by James Thurber. Well received. (1:00-1:30) Summaries
written. Books signed out. Mrs._said she would act as librarian
if we could get permission to use the building.
Thursday. July 23 (9:30-10:30) Reviewed some myths about
Negroes, asking students to give reasons why each was false.
Some tried to defend them! Indoctrination has been well
done.( 12:00-12:30) Walter reported on “The Harlem Rent Strike” without using notes. Summaries of the days work written - “Since
the Civil War the Negro has supposedly been free. But was he
really free? In over 100 years...” (Walter, age 17).
Friday. July 24. ‘Lectured’ on the Reconstruction period.
Discussed the Civil Rights act of 1875. (12:30-1:00) Today I asked
students to pick out one of the myths about Negroes and give
reasons why it was false. They did well - in form and content. The
big hit of the week was the poetry of Langston Hughes. There was
hardly a time during the day when some one wasn’t reading our one
copy of Selected Poems (Knopf, 1959).
In retrospect, Peg remembers, “I tried to show them the myths, such as ‘the benefits of
Blacks being brought out of savagery’ whereas they really had civilizations of their own. I
taught them all kinds of things they’d never heard of... I tried to get across more how
many Black people (had been abolitionists) how many Black people did these things not
just White people, people like Sojourner Truth.”
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As English teachers, both Sonya and Leah had read and taught some Black authors
to high school students in the North. Before arriving in Mississippi, Sonya and Nancy had
contacted New York publishers who sent books to Mississippi: novels, poetry,
%

autobiographies such as Black Boy, Native Son, Go Tell It On the Mountain.
Richard Wright was so important because he was from Mississippi.
You know, “someone lived as we did and wrote about it and wrote
a book that is read all over the world?” I mean it was just very
exciting to them. “And now I own this book?” They were very
excited about it (1:35).
Sonya, Nancy, and Sally had had some Black history as students themselves. For
Nancy, who had taught in Prince Edward County the summer before, Black history was
the strongest emphasis of her teaching. She used A Pictorial History of the Negro in
America and remarked that the students had never had Black history before. “We did

attempt to improve the self image of the students by explaining the origins of White
supremacy as a rationalization for the enslavement of the people who were kidnapped from
Africa” (1, 9). Leah, too, mentioned the importance of A Pictorial History of the Negro in
America especially because she had not had any Black history before she learned it in

Mississippi. Gail, too, learned Black history in Mississippi. Besides teaching younger
children, Ivanhoe Donaldson asked her to work with teenagers in a rural area in Marshall
County where there was no Freedom School. He taught her Black history and she then
taught the teenagers.
We used to sit on a bench in front of the country store, the Black
country store, that’s where we held our talks. Right outside. What
I found very interesting was talking to them about Marcus Garvey
who was a separatist, okay? who wanted to go back to Africa. But
I was talking about others too. I guess like Washington Carver and
probably other people, Mary McCloud Bethune... don’t
remember. .. whatever Ivanhoe told me to do I did it. The reading
skill was so low no point in handing out stuff. But Ivanhoe’s
scheme in this was that if a White person tells them this, who
knows how to teach, that it will make some impact on them. That’s
why he asked me to do it. They didn’t know what to make of it.
They were afraid but Ivanhoe wanted to do it anyway (1: 33-35).
Various memories of these teachers give testimony to the impact Black
history/literature had on both the younger students and the adults. Peg noted the students
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had never heard of Langston Hughes and kept returning to this book of poetry. Sally
remembers visiting in Hattiesburg and witnessing an adult coming home “wild with
excitement” from learning about Black history (2:1).
Sally alone later came to know that some of her students in Gulfport were being
exposed to Black perspectives secretly in their public school by Black teachers. After
going to Mexico at the end of the summer, she returned in September to visit the high
school her Freedom School students attended:
I told them I would come back when classes started. They had a
brand new school. They had a very nice school. The school was
extremely orderly. There was learning going on in the classrooms.
Pregnant kids were allowed to go to school, and that was an
experience up North that did not exist.
The library was the first place I headed for. I wanted to know what
materials the kids had and how it worked. And the librarian said
that if kids were interested, and she got their confidence and stuff,
she would start bringing out other materials that were hidden away.
I think she had newspapers like The Defender and some of the
Black newspapers. So those kids who were interested in knowing
who they were and spent time in the library and spent time getting to
know her. . .cause her job would be on the line if somebody told on
her. The superintendent of the schools was White.
I guess times had loosened up enough so that she had enough trust
in me to tell me this. That I wasn’t going to be.. . you know there
were civil rights workers down there. That kind of thing (1.24-25).
Though the teachers recall teaching Black history and/or literature, there were also
references to the citizenship curriculum sprinkled among their memories, but such
references were infrequent. Alex, for example, remembered the following focus from their
orientation session:
But what obviously we were doing was, you know, teaching kids
about the system and about segregation and about the world around
them. I remember again with the orientation one of the suggestions
was to give the kids a sense of the power structure in the city, black
and white, and ask them who owns the funeral parlor, and that will
turn out to be the wealthiest Black, how active is that person in civil
rights, and if not, why not? Kind of getting into it that way (1:16).
Though the citizenship curriculum and the Negro history curriculum were common
resources for teachers, Freedom Schools also offered classes on academic subjects and
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electives from which the students could choose what they wanted to study. These elective
offerings were determined by what the teachers could teach such as science or creative
writing or art as well as what the students wanted, such as foreign languages and typing,
courses often not available to them in Mississippi public schools. Among the ten teachers
in this study, four teachers mentioned the negotiated nature of the curriculum as they
taught typing, French and art. Peg described her classes as “loose” since the students
could choose some of their subjects, and she noted, “I’m not so sure that was bad because
students could then pick out some of what they wanted to leam... It was good for this
little school.”
Pedagogy
Equally important as what teachers taught was SNCC’s intention that Freedom
Schools offer students the opportunity to ask questions and express their opinions, and in
keeping with this goal, seven teachers mentioned the importance of discussion in their
Freedom School classes. Leah’s observation about the role of the teacher overlaps with the
content of what she learned along with the students:
whatever people had on their minds; the absence of structure was
important. . .a lot of them didn’t read. . .so it was mostly through
pictures with just one or two or whomever came. We would just
pour over the pictures (in A Pictorial History of the Negro in
America) and then they would ask questions ( 2:27). Those of us
who learned to do it well (teach in the Freedom Schools) did it
Freire’s way. We listened, just listening (1:4).
Alex, too, offered a contrast to her teaching style in the North and in the Freedom Schools.
“And of course not lecturing, doing everything by question and answer, which was
something I certainly wasn’t used to, and obviously it was the most effective way to teach”
(1:16).
A student centered approach also appears in Peg’s narrative. She remembered
beginning classes with the local news which the students knew from TV. She then had
them write reports and discuss their views on different contemporary situations.
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While formulating questions and having discussions was the general format of the
Freedom Schools, this emphasis of student participation often led to role plays which were
extremely effective. Nancy noted frequent use of role plays as do many of the Freedom
School reports. Sonya, however, was the only teacher who remembered a specific role
play and one particularly popular with her students:
The local teachers depended for their jobs on the system. There
was just so much they could do. But, these kids resented it. I
remember one session one day. It was so hot we started class in the
church, but we’d get so hot we’d have to go outside eventually.
One day sitting under the trees in the shade, the principal of their
high school walked by and these kids, I mean they just froze and
they just, I mean they hated this man. He walked by without saying
a word to them, and oh God, they were so angry, you know the
hate. This is something they did a number of times. This was a
skit they would do about a slave, a skit based on the idea that there
is a slave revolt being planned and this is Massa, and these two you
know they postured, these two are betraying their fellow slaves.
And this was something they just loved doing. This skit. Because
it got out so much anger, and it was against people, you know like
that principal. I don’t know how this emerged. We would have
history. We would be studying history and at some point it seemed
relevant to do this (1:33-34).
Through role plays, questions, discussions, and choice along with strategies from
their more formal training, these ten teachers engaged with the Freedom School agenda in
different ways.
Adult Students
While adults attended some Freedom Schools in the daytime, many others went to
classes in the evenings. All of the teachers taught adults as well as children of different
ages. Many of the adults wanted to learn typing: “Boy, they learned so quickly. They
were motivated. We could have taught more if we d had more typewriters... we didn t
have that many. .. it was such a joy to be working with people who were so motivated”
(1:6; 2:28). Peg had only one typewriter, so she made copies of the keyboard on pieces of
paper for practice. Robin used typing to teach reading.
In a rural area, Leah taught adults to write their names and very few could read.
Gail also recalls this challenge: “When I worked with adults I didn’t talk to them in a
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demeaning manner. You know, when I talked to a man who was illiterate who wanted to
learn to read, I never made him think it was his fault”.. .(2:31).
In an area where adults could read and write, Sonya had a different experience:
We had classes in the evening but this was something special. We
went to another school to deal with these adults. I had recordings
and records, and I played Negro poetry so they would hear the
poets reading their own poetry. And then we talked about poetry.
That was a very special evening, poetry they hadn’t heard before.
And then I asked them about writing poetry. And one older woman
said that she had when she was younger and occasionally wanted to
write poetry but didn’t feel she could take time away from chores to
do it. A younger woman said that she did write poetry and we
encouraged the older woman, you know, to take the time from the
chores, it’s important to do that (1:110-111).
Freida taught mostly adults in a literacy program designed to help people register to
vote:
I don’t feel like I taught anybody to read. Let me put it that way.
Either people had better skills than that, you know, the ones who
went and took the test, but we would go over test questions and
stuff like that with people to make sure that those that could read
could read to proficiency and be able to do that (1:17).
Challenges of Teaching in the Freedom Schools
Four of these northern teachers said the heat! Two mentioned the fluctuating
student body was a challenge. No attendance was taken or required. Among the teachers
in this study, only Sonya mentioned that keeping boys involved was a challenge she was
not able to meet. In the Freedom School reports others also mentioned this pattern of girls
being more responsive to Freedom Schools. In Rural Madison County, for example,
teachers found attracting the older boys to school was an unexpected problem:
The problem that is of greatest concern to us is the lack of interest
on the part of older boys in the Freedom Schools. Although they
frequent the Freedom House and discuss with us here, they do not
attend the schools. People in the community explain their absence
from school in terms of the farm chores that the older boys must
perform each day. Also most of the boys are dropouts and just the
word “school” falls deafly on their ears. We cannot do anything
about their farm chores, of course, but we do hope to better use the
time they spend around the Freedom House. Dan Wood, E.J.
Brisker, and Phil Sharp (Community Center) are now working on
ways to pull the older boys into our program. Such an effort might
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involve more emphasis on sports, community action and social
seminars (MFDP: Box 17, Folder 358, Report on Freedom Schools
in Rural Madison County, p. 2).
Four teachers perceived the students’ feelings of inferiority as a big challenge.
These comments, however, raise different issues. Peg and Leah connect the students
feelings of inferiority with a lack of historical knowledge.
Competing with complete feelings of inferiority that had been
pushed upon them so they had this feeling that they weren’t good.
They agreed with some of the myths about Negroes and then we
would give examples from the history as to why this was not true
(Peg).
It was very hard for them to see themselves in any ways other than
how they’d been taught to see themselves. As oppressed and not as
good as. To see the rebellions and see Africa that they’d always
been taught is something to be ashamed of was both empowering
and frightening (Leah, 2:26).
Gail saw the students’ fears as deferential and concluded they needed to behave in a
different way:
They were scared to death of me. They just looked panicked, and it
was like “What is this White woman gonna do?” They were so
deferential, it just really bothered me. You know, “yes ma’am” and
of course they say ma’am in the south to anybody but I wasn’t used
to that kind of bowing and scraping, and I said, “Well, we gotta
break them out of this somehow” (1:29).
Only Nancy commented that the students’ school demeanor might have been contextual:
Among many of the young people, a quality of timidity, a lack of
making eye contact, a kind of subtle body language of hesitancy, a
lack of self-assertiveness. It’s interesting though, I’m thinking of
one time when we went over to a church that the kids... I forget
what they were having. It was some kind of exhibition, and it was
on their turf.. .the difference in their demeanor was palpable, you
know. In the posture, in the body language, in the tone of voice,
the projection, a quality of self confidence. They felt safe (2,17).
From these comments it could appear that Black students’ inexperience with White teachers
who were supportive and the teachers’ lack of knowledge of Black culture were influential
in shaping the teachers’ perceptions of students. Only Alex made reference to her own lack
of knowledge of Black culture, when she mentioned trying to understand non-verbal
communication patterns as a real challenge:

176

I suppose trying to see if what I was saying, to make sure they were
interested in what I was talking about, that I was relating to them. I
guess that was the biggest thing... picking up vibes trying to under
stand what people were thinking or feeling because they tended to
speak more in body language (1:22, 25).
Finally, Nancy, the only teacher who had children, expressed personal family
stress as her greatest challenge:
The hardest part of the experience for me was the anxiety it caused
my mother. And the lurking uneasiness about being the mother of
two young children at the time and did I have a right to subject
myself to such potential danger (1:26).
While Nancy was the only teacher to identify danger as a challenge, all of the
teachers talked about fear because they experienced harassment, threats of violence, and
either were witnesses to violence or were victims of it. The degree of fear was somewhat
mediated by the location in Mississippi. Gail, Lauren, and Sally, for example,
acknowledged that they were in safer parts of the state: Holly Springs in the northern part
of the state and 30 miles from Memphis, Tupelo in the northeast, and Gulfport on the
southern coast respectively. Sally at orientation asked specifically for a safe assignment:
“There was a bombing while we were in Memphis. I said, ‘Oh, my God! Of course don’t
send me anywhere where there’s gonna be bombings. Send me to the least troubled place!
I’m a coward. I don’t want any of that’... Gulfport was as calm as could be” (1:20).
Such relative safety could, however, disappear at any moment as Sally would later
experience when fearing the police. In contrast, Robin, also in Gulfport, did not find
Gulfport so calm. She recalled drive-by shootings at night. A fellow worker in her group
was attacked from behind, dragged down stairs and brutally beaten by three men who had
followed their group. For Gail in Holly Springs, a personal attack came unexpectedly:
I suffered severe migraine headaches and back pain so I had to go to
the chiropractor, and he knew who I was. It was just an awful
experience. He was terrible, the worst part in my summer. He was
sexually abusive. After two or three times I said I can t go back
there (1:45).
Though volunteers were not prepared for this specific kind of abuse, at the outset in
orientation staff talked directly about death. In her journal Sonya wrote about the
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disappearance of Schwemer, Chaney, and Goodman “casting a long shadow, but none of
the teachers withdrew from the program.” Nancy too noted anxiety from the beginning:
“This was after the disappearance of Schwemer, Chaney, and Goodman and we were
nervous, we were very nervous” ( 1:7).
Individual responses to fear varied. Five people mentioned denial as a way of
coping. Freida said she was “not a total realist; I pushed it aside. You think it won’t
happen to you.” As the mother of two young children, Nancy had doubts about her right
to be in Mississippi and said, “I was very scared. I don’t know whether I was in denial or
what” (2:34). Gail, too, did not acknowledge the danger or the fear until she got home.
Alex never really appreciated the extent of the danger “simply because it wasn’t something
I had ever really faced. There would be times that something would happen that was pretty
scary, but I don’t think White people could really appreciate the extent of the danger that
even we faced. I don’t know that I ever did appreciate it” (1:23). Leah also mentioned
this perspective of relative danger:
We started out living in fear and then every once in a while we were
reminded. But I think it was kind of in the back of everybody’s
mind but I think part of the arrogance was that the White folks let go
of that fear in some ways and then we made it harder for the Black
people who were hosting us because some of us became more
cavalier than others (2:41).
At orientation Peg thought she would be safe as a White woman: “I assumed with
Southern chivalry they wouldn’t bother a White women. I felt sorry for the men going
down.” However, she was met by the police upon her arrival in town. When the constable
later arrested a White SNCC worker delivering books, they dragged him over to a car, and
Peg spoke up:
I had heard about boys being dragged but I was in my mode theywon’t-do-anything-to-women. I went over and said, “Don’t touch
him, let him out of that car.” The officer said, “You let go of the car
or I am going to throw you over in that ditch!” That’s when I got
my comeuppance. The other volunteers pulled me back. I wised
up.
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Peg was also verbally harassed by two local White women who showed up at the Freedom
School one day: “What are you doing here getting our Niggers all agitated. We treat our
Niggers good down here whatever they tell you.” Peg vividly recalls the danger local
Black people faced. A bomb went off in front of the Freedom Center one day, and a Black
man’s store and gas station were blown up across from the Center. The sons in the family
she lived with were beaten, and the father was fined $900 for a trumped up traffic
violation. After this fine, Peg and her coworker moved out of the house to protect the
family from further harassment by the police. “The beatings and threats continue, and they
are not outside the law - they are a part of the law in Mississippi. There is no recourse for
these people” (Journal 1964).
Along with four other teachers, Peg recalled being stopped for alleged traffic
violations. Only Lauren’s fear dissipated when she talked with the officers. She felt there
was safety in numbers in Tupelo. Nancy recalls driving home from a party: “We saw the
revolving light following us, and I have to tell you my skin was crawling. But it worked
out okay” (1:7). Sally was followed a lot by the police: “I would be terrified when I was
driving. I would make sure I was driving the speed limit; they knew who we were” (1:28).
Gail, too, remembers being known: “They hated me. They used to call me ‘the dark one’.
I had dark hair and dark complexion compared to all the other people around there. They
were all blondes. They never knew for sure if I was Black or White” (1:25). Gail recalls
one specific incident of police harassment while she was driving:
We always traveled a single race in a car. So on the way back it
was twelve o’clock at night or something like that. We were
stopped by the police who said we were speeding and they made us
follow them to the justice of the peace’s house. We got into the
house and I don’t know what’s going on, a lot of commotion
because there’s at least five of us and they’re thinking of how to
charge us and put us in jail overnight, and they’re calling the
sheriff. We were hearing them talk on the phone about jail cells,
about was there room at the jail for white females. They didn’t
want to mix us. We were females so they didn’t take us to jail
immediately. I said, “Uh, can we make a phone call?” They
decided to let us make a phone call. I called the Freedom House in
Holly Springs, and I think I talked to Cleve who was the project
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director. I said “This is where we are and unless somebody comes
to get us we’re going to be in jail tonight. Let me tell you who’s in
the car.” I told him who it was so he would know we were all
White women and don’t send any Black men. “You understand
what I’m saying?” He said, “Yes.” So he sent some White females
or White males to come and get us and we got out that way. I think
it was too much exposure for them, too many of us involved. And
so they let us go after midnight (1:22-23).
Driving put workers at risk in other ways. Mary recalls “the notorious gas station
groups, the Rednecks that always hang out with pickup trucks.” Once she was driving
with a Black coworker after the summer was over, and her car broke down. She walked to
a gas station to get help.
I asked if they could look at the car. So these two rednecks come
with me. I can’t believe I did this, and they’re into “Where you
from? Those are New York plates, aren’t they? Where do you
live, Holly Springs?” Oh, Judith I was so scared!! They decided
they didn’t really want to help us and they went back to the gas
station. So now I’m really panicking. Like what am I going to do?
I went to (another volunteer’s father’s) factory, and I knocked on
the door. I said I am a friend of_and I have to use your
phone. At this point I am so scared and I get this guy to let me in
and I called SNCC to send somebody out. The guard said we had
to leave and I said, “Fine, but we are standing right here on this
porch. We are not going on the road.” So that’s what we did and a
couple guys came out and fixed the VW and we drove home. I was
petrified... I recall a 100 times on the road the pickup with the
guns in the back, and you’re just like, “Oh, jeez!!” (1:37-39)
Night time could be particularly fearful. Sonya remembers being at home and
“sitting up all night once when we heard the White communities were coming, gun loaded,
guns by the door” (1:75). She also recalls threats that roused them to guard the school at
night:
Supposed to have night off. Word came there would be raid on
schools. Stood guard with Nick Allis outside of school like a good
Freedom School teacher ready to go down with my school.
Nothing happened. (Journal, 7/31/64).
Late arrivals would automatically trigger fear:
Another night of anxiety. Expected Maria and Greg Halett at school
and Malcolm to come with car. Called three times. At eight was
told Maria was in town and car was on its way. I listened all the
time I was teaching, but the car didn’t come. Everyone else was
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concerned as well. Finally found Greg at community center and
Malcolm and car. He had been ticketed and had had to go to police
station to pay fine. (Journal, 7/16/64).
The threat of violence which Sonya identifies was a common source of fear.
Though Dale recalls “feeling isolated and protected in the Black community” as did many of
the volunteers, she recalls wondering “always, are they going to find the bodies?” Nancy
remembers “always a concern about voter registration workers returning on time” (1:7).
On occasion, volunteers put themselves at risk. Gail recalled anger displacing any
fear:
There were a couple of incidents that I had really placed myself in
danger, and I shouldn’t have done that. I didn’t endanger anybody
else. I always felt good about that. I don’t feel I endangered any
Black people. But I endangered myself. I was on a dark road; it
was midnight. There was a sheriff following you at night. And it’s
late. And you’re on a back road. And he’s tapping your car...
and you don’t stop. You stand a chance of getting killed if you
stop. I don’t know what got into me. I was with Mary. And I
said, “Who does he think he is? I stopped the car and I started
yelling at him. I said, “What are you doing that to me for? Why are
you hitting my bumper? We’re just going home. Why are you
following us?” He backed right off. I’m surprised I even did that.
That was a brazen act. I can be pretty brazen and bold, but that was
brazen and foolish. I think of Mary because she wasn’t stopping
me. We went nuts. So you get that way. It worked out all right
because he turned around and went away. It was like he got
slapped in the face. He was surprised. They knew who we were.
He was alone, too. He wasn’t with a crowd. If there had been a
bunch of them I don’t think I would have stopped. But he was
alone. He wasn’t going to DO anything. I just took that step.
There weren’t too many times I did that (1:55-56).
None of these twelve women escaped the fear and threat of violence that the Whites
of Mississippi inflicted on everyone. Two teachers compared their fear to the greater
vulnerability of the local Black people. Beginning at orientation, Peg wondered about the
safety of the local Black people when the volunteers were told not to give out the name and
address of the family hosting them:
But what happens to that family when I leave? Is what I will do in
the four weeks I will be there important enough to risk the lives of
these people who will have taken me in and fed me? But if I don’t
go, these people will house someone else, or, as was pointed out, I
may be doing no more than avoiding guilt rather than preventing it.
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The leaders of the project (SNCC workers, etc) have to involve
other people also - we take responsibility for others or we do not act
at all (journal, 7/3/64).
Nancy recalled, “very definitely everyone felt some sense of risk. There was great risk
involved especially for the Blacks. We would be leaving at the end of the summer. No
one could foretell what would happen after we left” (1:16).
Schools in Context - Living in the Black Community
Some local families offered their homes to the northerners, and arrangements
varied. In some instances there was only one volunteer per family as was the case for five
of the teachers in this study: Lauren, Sally, Dale, Robin and Sonya. Leah and Peg lived
with one other volunteer in their family, Nancy and Freida’s family had a large house and
there were four or five volunteers together. Gail, Mary, and Alex lived first in the dorms at
Rust College and then at the COFO house in Holly Springs.
Relationships with the families varied from cordial to close, often depending on
how much time the teachers spent at home. Most of them were not there very much.
When they were at home, eight of these twelve describe most of their contact with the
women in the family. But this contact did not necessarily lead to closeness. Sally, for
example, was with a family where she had most of the contact with the mother who was
Creole: “We would talk about French and compare French and Creole words.” There
were many kids, maybe twelve, some of whom were grown up and gone. “I never
understood who that family was ... they didn’t seem to be involved in the Movement but
obviously they had to be. Once they let me in they were involved” (1:31). Sally felt
uncomfortable with the mother’s deferential manner. “I mean I was the White lady, and I
believe somebody was moved out of the bed for me to be in that bed (1:32). Lauren lived
with an elderly woman who was welcoming, but she found it hard to find time to talk
because she was so busy with the SNCC workers. She did not realize at first the courage it
took for this lone woman to house her. Lauren knew her host believed in voter registration
as a first step to making changes. Nancy and Freida also found their activities limited their
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involvement with their family though they felt very comfortable and accepted. The family
expressed interest in the work of those doing voter registration especially. Freida
comments, “Maybe we should have made more of an effort” to develop the relationship.
Dale, too, felt the work kept her from being closely involved with the mother, her sister,
her daughter and grandchildren with whom she lived. Time spent at home was limited as
she ate lunch and dinner with other volunteers in a restaurant across from the Freedom
School. The family gave her the big dresser and the bed while the kids and mother slept on
mattresses. She does remember going to a funeral but had little contact with other people in
the community except for the local people who visited her family. Leah has few memories
of family living that summer because she moved from Ruleville to Indianola and stayed
with different families.
Peg and Sonya’s family experiences are exceptions to the pattern of cordiality.
Peg had had the experience of living at a Black college, Lincoln College in Pennsylvania,
before going to Mississippi, and she felt immediately comfortable with her family: “I liked
the people I met so much.” Since she was 40 at the time, she recalls “sharing things about
kids, gardening and vegetables.” Though Peg had to move because the threats to her
family increased, she remained friends and stayed in touch with them. In her second
family, the mother was a nurse and the same age as Peg, so again there were common
experiences. She also stayed in touch with them, but over the years letters diminished.
Sonya describes Attie May Jackson, the older woman with whom she lived, as an
empowered Black woman with a lot of pride. Her daughter had died, and she was raising
her grandchildren. Her grandson was away, but Sonya had a lot of contact with the
granddaughter. Mrs. Jackson was a domestic, but she said, “Never in folks houses.” She
always worked in institutional settings, in a radio station or hospitals. “She had her
standards,” Sonya noted.
She was someone like my grandmother, and I just had that kind of
respect for her. A woman who’d worked hard all her life, who had
brought up grandchildren, who was very proud of her

183

accomplishments. She had a car, her own house, and later she
bought a new house and was enormously proud of that (1:30).
Sonya later brought her eldest daughter down to Mississippi and kept in touch with Mrs.
Jackson until she died.
While these teachers remember mostly cordial if not comfortable relationships, two
people remembered quite vividly great discomfort created by their cultural insensitivity.
One person cited two specific incidents where her actions had offended families:
We imposed ourselves on the family and at times felt like the ugly
northerners. I had said I would bake a birthday cake for the boy in
my family. I went to another volunteer’s home, a small apartment,
and baked the cake. When the wife came home she was upset
because the apartment was so hot. You just don’t bake in the South
in the heat in a small apartment! You just don *t do that\! But who
knew? I felt really bad and apologized.
I was taking pictures of the home where I was staying and the
mother did not want the pictures of their poor dwelling shared. I
immediately gave the mother the roll of film.
Other examples of insensitivity describe one volunteer’s interpersonal interactions with
local Black people some of whom she knew and those whom she didn’t know:
A couple of people came to visit me and we were going to go
somewhere and Mary Lane was squatting in my room, and I said,
“Come on, come on, let’s go.” and what I didn’t realize was she
was on the night soil pan, and she was going to the bathroom. I
mean it was like I was ordering her! So I knew after that I could
never face her again (1:61).
I was canvassing and one older gentleman said that he was scared to
lose his house, and I said, “Well, it’s just a shack anyway.” Those
kind of things. I mean just totally insensitive, totally self-centered
and seeing from my own perspective. I just wanted what I wanted.
It didn’t occur to me that he had a point of view and this thing that
looked like a shack, to him was home. So I was operating out of
my own narrow perspective a lot of the time (1:61).
While only two teachers sadly recalled such incidents, they reveal some of the challenges
Black families faced with their northern guests.
For the three teachers who lived in the dorm at Rust College, the dorm experience
put them into contact with Rust College students where there were also challenges.
Summer classes were in session. We were sent into the girls’
dormitory. So here come these White girls to share bathrooms with
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the Black girls living in the dorms. And the Black girls freaked out;
they’d never seen anything like this; they’d never shared space like
that with White women. It was amazing to them that we would do
that. They were scared to be talking to us. We talked to them and
we were friendly to them, but they were scared of us. That sort of
eased off after a while, but I think they didn’t know what to make
of White people who would stay in a Black people’s environment.
And you got the sense that they looked down on us for doing it
(Gail, 1:40).
For Mary, dorm living reminded her of her own small college town
I didn’t know I was going to be staying in a college dorm. To me
that was secure. I had visions of some little house in the country
where they wanted to throw bombs at us... the Freedom House
and the office and the school were right across from the college. So
it reminded me of living in a college town and it felt quite secure to
me because it was all Black (1:19,21).
After a short stay in the dorm, these three teachers moved to the COFO House. They
described the strongest group and personal association with SNCC, much more than the
busy teachers living with families. Gail recalls their evening time being spent with SNCC
workers, late into the night:
We talked about everything, about the direction of the project what
it should be doing or evaluating what we were doing, the tensions
between certain personalities, interracial sex, everything. We’d talk
about everything. I thought that was good. Some people didn’t
like those sessions (1:38).
It is noteworthy that these three women stayed on after the summer was over.
Sustaining Forces
In spite of the dangers, all of these teachers, supported by the Black community,
stayed in Mississippi for the summer as they had planned. They identified several reasons
why they stayed, all of which focus on the project and the people. Belief in the project was
strong in terms of what they were doing and how they thought about it:
“We broke down Jim Crow. We got people registered. We
brought people into the political process. That was the goal (Gail).
“Belief in the future. We thought we were really going to make
change”(Nancy).
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A passion for justice and knowing that everyone was in it for that
reason, knowing it was a real mission. . .there was no question we
were gonna do this, there wasn’t a moment of doubt as I recall”
(Leah).
“Just being busy. A team effort” (Lauren).
“I was convinced I was doing the right thing” (Frieda).
Nancy also mentioned the feeling of group solidarity. Though she was the only
person in this study who identified music as a sustaining force, six others said that the
inspiration of the music contributed to their sense of belonging to the group:
This was a singing movement. The music and the freedom songs
and the freedom singers would come around... that was a big
factor in this movement... the lyrics the togetherness, the
determination, you know, the tribal war dance (Nancy).
A voice began to sing and before you knew it all these other voices
joined in an incredible storm of notes that kept rising and rising and
got fuller and fuller and swept you away and then subsided - the
most beautiful.. .that experience stayed with me a long time. It’s
still with me” (Dale).
Freida fell in love with the music, the clapping in the churches and gospel. “It was
wonderful, that part, I loved it, loved it. There was great joy in that community.” Mary
recalls “great singing, great singing! We would sing the entire way back and forth, and it
was a pretty good ride out to Tippah County. [She breaks into song.] ‘Glory, Glory
Hallelujah.’ It was really wonderful!” (1:25).
Beyond the music and shared values that linked the volunteers to the project were
the human connections to local people, to students and to other volunteers
The people were so enthusiastic. Seeing them read Langston
Hughes out loud to each other! It meant so much to them how
could you not feel good. It was such a pleasure to watch their faces
light up, you cannot imagine. . .to be squashed everywhere you
went all your life and to be treated like dirt by White people and then
to discover you weren’t, you weren’t, that you had an amazing
heritage that you didn’t know about.. .After I got back their letters
said, “We were so glad you came; we like what you taught us”
(Peg).
It was exhilarating because the kids knew they were getting real
education that they weren’t getting in their present segregated
schools (Sonya, 1:33).
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I feel like it was the most worthwhile and interesting thing I ever did
in my life. I suppose the people (sustained me). The outsiders who
were part of my outsider group as well as the people who were in
the community (Alex, 1:23-24).
I was with friends (Frieda).
Mary is more specific. From her year in Mississippi, most of which was
organizing rather than teaching after the summer was over, she said she knew she had
made an impact because of the feedback that she got.
It was very uplifting to just be present, and many people told me
that in Mississippi, many Black people, that it was very uplifting to
have our presence, meaning all the volunteers. Meaning that young
White people would come down on their own and fight for them
was very important to the way they looked at themselves and that
made sense to me. Of course if somebody says you are worth
fighting for it validates you. Mrs. Hill would be one of the persons
that would say that. She wanted things different for her children
and that we would come and help her children. They would do
whatever they needed to do, that their children would have it
different. That kind of feedback sustained me. There was no
Movement before in that area (1:27).
I had a lot of relationships with people and felt, you know, they
were real people organizing and trying to help themselves. Plus, it
was so interesting to me, to be presented with things like you were
presented with there and to have an opportunity to do something
about it was just wonderful.
Only two people identified idiosyncratic reasons for withstanding the dangers and
challenges of the situation. Gail said she was able to detach and not get caught up in messy
interpersonal dynamics: “I had the ability to detach from crap. People with the ability to
detach are very useful in the movement. I didn’t take things personally.” On quite a
different personal note, Sally felt quite isolated in her role as a Freedom School teacher but
said she was used to it. She was an only girl in a family with three boys. She was a Jew
in a Christian community. She was good at sports when most girls weren’t. “I was used
to being the only one.” For the other respondents, however, there was not this sense
of aloneness. They describe working together with other volunteers. The feeling of
contributing to something larger than themselves, whether it was the project itself or the
people it served, sustained them.
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Conflicts and Tensions among the Civil Rights Volunteers
The literature of the Summer Project in Mississippi documents much conflict
between White volunteers and Black activists in general and between professional teachers
and college students who were the majority of Freedom School teachers. The twelve
teachers in this study did not recall conflicts with non-professional Freedom School
teachers, but three of the teachers in this study did recall specific incidents where they were
in conflict with Black leaders. In these instances of White women being in conflict with
Black men, race is compounded by gender dynamics in the context of teacher supervision.
Conflict arose between Arthur Reese, an African American teacher from Detroit
who, along with his wife was the leader in the Hattiesburg’s unique system of Freedom
Schools, and one New York City school teacher teaching in one of the schools near
Hattiesburg. From the perspective of the White teacher, who was used to challenging men
in authority positions in New York City schools, the conflict revolved around how her
White male teaching peers were treated by a Black male administrator:
The Black administrators came the second day to school and
observed classes and then had a feedback session afterwards. He
had praise for me but he directed some criticism toward one or both
of the male teachers. And I mean, it just made me so angry because
it was like the first day and we were all feeling our way and he was
coming on like a goddamn administrator. Just like back in New
York. One of these awful principals, and that’s exactly the way he
was acting, like the principal. You know worse than that because
even in New York you didn’t have principals coming on your first
day! (1:53-54).
A second part of the conflict between this teacher and Mr. Reese had to do with this
teacher’s identification with “her” students:
I know one thing. They were very angry about the books I was
able to get. They had demanded some of the books. I was sharing
with my school but not contributing to all the other schools. So,
yeah, it was the school where I was teaching; it’s going to come
first. Anything else I have, then you can have it. They were angry
about that, and Staughton came down and at first he expressed
sympathy toward the point of view of the teachers. But then I
guess it became, he had to make a choice, and he could not support
White teachers against a pair of Black administrators. He said,
“You do what they tell you or else. Is that understood?” I’ve never
forgiven Staughton for that betrayal (1:55).
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Though Staughton Lynd, the director of the Freedom Schools, defined his role as being
“an appreciative spectator” of Freedom School teachers “gloriously improvising,” he did
remember the one major exception to this approach occurred when he had to mediate this
incident in Hattiesburg. Without remembering the outcome of the conflict, Lynd did relate
it to his observation that the summer contributed to the development of Black separatism,
and this conflict, described above by the teacher involved, could be used as Exhibit A
(telephone interview, 3/15/00). Unfortunately, Arthur Reese is deceased and cannot
provide us with his perspective on this conflict. I have found only one written record of
his views about the professional teachers:
When the long awaited professional teachers from New York
arrived during the third week of school, they went directly to work
as though they could not wait to get started and they continued at the
same pace during the whole time that they were in Hattiesburg. We
placed at least one professional teacher in each of the six Freedom
School locations. We explained that we spent a half day each week
with each Freedom School helping in whatever way we could to
improve the situations. We asked that the professional teachers
share their know-how as much as possible with the teachers with
whom they would work. The professionals cooperated above and
beyond the call of duty and expectation {Detroit Federation of
Teachers, December 1964, p. 4).
•

Although Mr. Reese generalizes positively about the professional teachers, it is impossible
to know if the conflicts over teaching styles and books were memorable to him.
Leah, the second teacher who recalled conflicts with SNCC leaders, noted her own
arrogance, yet she identified a shared responsibility for not being able to collaborate:
There were plenty of SNCC workers who resented our being there,
who had fought against our being there and then once we came it
was like, ‘See we told you they were going to take over.’ Because
we were arrogant; we’d been brought up as White supremacists
ourselves.. .Ralph Featherstone and I were supposed to collaborate
but we didn’t know how so we worked independently ( 2:38; 1:3).
The third specific example of conflict mentioned in the interviews occurred between
one professional teacher and the SNCC leaders involved in placing teachers in different
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schools. Sally was assigned to a school in Gulfport with another volunteer and when she
was told she was to be reassigned to another town, she refused to move. She didn’t want
to be under a certain Black leader whom she found intimidating:
That was another no, no, and there was nothing they could do about
it. I was a volunteer. I remember I was on the phone for a long
time with somebody trying to convince me, and I said I’m not doing
it. I just didn’t like the leader’s attitude and I would be under him
in the sense of the pecking order, if there was such a thing. I don’t
even know if we had a leader in Gulfport (1,28).
There was much racial conflict in the Movement outside the context of supervision
in schools. Five women did not recall being personally involved though they were aware
of existing tensions which were usually evident at evening meetings. Nancy and Peg recall
being mostly on their own in their more rural schools (Gluckstadt and Greenville) so there
wasn’t much to navigate. Gail noted
Most of the tension was between Black and White males because
men ran things and White men are used to running things. And
here Black men were running things, and that’s where the tension
was (1:36). I wasn’t trying to control anything. I was just doing
my bit.. .with their guidance and running with it my own way.
But I wasn’t trying to run the project. You start trying to run the
project and THEN you get into trouble (2:30).
You’re talking about White educated people in their twenties,
accepting leadership of some young Black males who were
inexperienced at leadership. And so the White people always
thought they could do it better (1:42). And then there were the
control freaks (2:30).
Mary also recalled the class issues connected to the racial conflict:
I was trying to be patient with the staff. They were all pretty
young. I was an old lady compared to most of them and they were
a bunch of teenage guys. Particularly with the local people who
would be coming in or maybe new SNCC guys that were drawn
from the local community who hadn’t been to Howard or anyplace
and trying to help them focus.. .there are the exceptions, there’s the
Stokleys or the Formans but for the most part the people we were
dealing with were not educated and articulate. My advice always at
our meetings was “Shut up” because you get someone college age
who is educated or graduate school educated and there they are with
all their articulateness and it was like “Shut up, give these people a
chance to talk!” And it’s hard for people who are used to being able
to just express themselves, to not! (1:35-36).
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Conflicts arose in the context of community living as well. Among Whites there
were different perceptions of danger. In one situation Peg was one of two volunteers
living with a family in a rural area. She was about 40 years old at the time, and the other
volunteer was a college student who wanted to go out with one of the boys in the family.
I told her, ‘Don’t do it!’ If anyone caught them together, the boy
might be hung. I was so mad at her because she wasn’t thinking.
She finally agreed. She had wanted to show her lack of prejudice
suppose, but that would have been a bad thing to do. She realized it
afterwards. (They moved from this family ostensibly due to putting
the family in danger from the police.)
Interracial sex was a controversial issue throughout the Movement and created much
conflict between Blacks and Whites as well (Evans, 1980; Me Adam, 1988; Pouissant,
1966). Drug use also created conflicts among Whites. Leah spoke up to those smoking
marijuana because they were putting workers and the project in danger. “At the end of the
summer, we let down some and there was lots of craziness. I only encountered marijuana
once, and I spoke up because they were compromising our security and the movement”

0:5).
Whites also disagreed about less intimate social interactions between Whites and
Blacks. Sally recalled some White volunteers reacting negatively to one of her interactions
with Black youth:
These two kids were about 19 years old. They would hang around
a lot and would play, push and shove and touch. And I remember
one of them wouldn’t stop bothering me. And I think.. .there was
punching going on, you know light, joking around. And I turned
around and smacked one of them. Punched him. And there was
like silence from the COFO office from the Whites. You don’t do
that.. . that line of prejudice. You know, for harmony’s sake or
something you don’t to that to a Black.
And my attitude was, hey, they’re bothering me. You do do that. I
remember that the Black kids had a totally different attitude towards
me after that. There was a lot more trust. They did not fool around
when I said, “Stop.” And they liked being with me more. They
wanted to go places with me and stuff like that (1:26).
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Alex identified a different kind of tension among Whites because “some people who
probably shouldn’t have been there were not pulling their weight” (1:28). While these
examples illustrate several reasons for conflict among the northern Whites, southern
Whites, too, were part of the picture.
Reception bv Southern Whites
While all of the teachers faced dangers at the hands of local Whites, as previously
noted in their recollections of intimidation and harassment, some sympathetic Southern
Whites made themselves known. Lauren was part of an interracial SNCC group that
responded to invitations from local White church youth groups. “They were very
interested in our observations of their society and what the nation at large thought about
them. They already realized the injustice and knew change was needed. They were
embarrassed.” Sally, too, encountered sympathetic Whites when she went to the home of a
Unitarian couple interested in talking with the volunteers:
We had to be very, very careful. We were not to tell anybody and
that kind of thing. I remember asking how they got like they were.
One of them grew up in Gulfport and one in Baltimore. I think the
husband worked in the stationery store, and the stationery store was
owned by the head of the White Citizen’s Council. That’s why they
were very concerned. I only went once (1:20-30).
As a subgroup of Whites, Jews in Mississippi also fell into both categories of being
hostile and non-hostile to the northern White teachers.
Many of the synagogues in Mississippi closed during the summer
rather than have to allow the Jewish students into their services.
They could not turn them away because that was not permissible.
The synagogue was open to all Jews. But we did go one Friday
night, so some of them stayed open (Nancy, 1:8).
We attended a synagogue and the people were friendly . I realized
there’s a certain look I didn’t understand at first. As soon as they
found out who we were they looked at me as if I were a prostitute up and down - one guy looked at me with hate on his face. It was
HATE! We didn’t go back (Frieda.)
One of the ministers of the Delta ministry had asked us if we would
agree to meet with a representative of the Anti-Defamation League.
And I’ll tell you this was like something out of a movie! We met at
midnight. Now I don’t recall why it had to be secret, but we met in
our motel room and at midnight because the ADL had undercover
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operatives in the White Citizens Council and some of the White
supremacist groups. It had something to do with that. So I was
astounded to learn of the scope of their operations, that they were so
heavily involved (Nancy, 1:8).
And then he (fellow White worker) found some Jews and sure
enough they were in a dry goods store... And they wanted nothing
to do with us. They had to live there all year round. It wasn’t that
they were opposed to equality but they were afraid (Sally, 1:29).
As with any group, neither northern Whites nor southern Whites were a monolithic
group, and the complexity of both intergroup and intragroup dynamics are part of the larger
story of the Summer Project.
Accomplishments of the Freedom Schools from the Perspective of the White Teachers
Having spent four to eight weeks in Mississippi Freedom Schools during the
summer of 1964, the teachers had different responses to what their presence accomplished.
Five of the teachers mentioned meeting the short term goals of the movement. Five other
teachers felt they made a contribution to students while three teachers were unsure if they
had contributed much to the Freedom Schools at all. Three teachers felt their contact with
families was important, and two teachers acknowledged they probably got more out of the
experience than they contributed. Only one teacher said her presence was more negative
than positive.
Short-Term Goals of SNCC
Part of SNCC’s rationale for inviting northern Whites to Mississippi was to focus
the attention of the nation on the oppression in Mississippi. Five teachers, two of whom
had been transferred to voter registration work, felt they contributed to this short-term goal
of having a body of White people present rather than having much of a sense of personal
accomplishment:
What SNCC needed was national attention from the press and FBI.
Locally, I got a few registrations (Lauren).
There’s nothing in my teaching that stands out. I was another
body. That was one of the reasons I went down there - to witness.
I felt that people’s hearts and minds were being shaken and that
there was change (Sally, 1:37-38).
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Alex also had a difficult time identifying her individual contribution but noted being
part of the collective of Whites in the Movement:
I suppose because there were so many other people there who made
the same contributions or others who could have made the same
contributions if I hadn’t been there. It’s hard to answer that
question. I guess I did feel I was accomplishing something,
helping empower unempowered people (1:22,24).
Mary was even more philosophical.
We were making a difference not in terms of results but in terms of
doing something as opposed to doing nothing. No matter what,
even if there’s no result. You know, if you’re not part of the
solution, you’re part of the problem (1:21).
Contributions to Freedom Schools
Comments about contributions in the Freedom School arena varied. Three teachers
felt it was important that students experienced support for their learning from Whites
because it was in sharp contrast to long-standing southern White discrimination and
brutality.
I think that our greatest accomplishment was not so much in the
academic realm but in the personal, social realm. We were able to
impart a sense of self, a sense of personal value to the children and
to a large degree, if my memory is accurate, a greater sense of
confidence in their ability to achieve. We regarded them as
important and they knew it because our whole countenance and
demeanor and projection was on their importance. We liked them
and we enjoyed them. They had ability! They were able! (Nancy,
1:10,11,26).
There was this whole dynamic that went on there because they’d
never had anybody White do anything nice for them ever, really. I
was a new messenger. Here was a White person who told them it
was important to leam to read and they should make an effort at
learning to read after they leave the Freedom School (Gail, 1:31).
I think in a way they were learning less about Black history than
they were, “Wow, this White woman is sitting down with me and
listening to me and talking to me and interested” (Leah, 2:27).
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Three teachers mentioned contributing to their students’ learning in terms of subject matter
by bringing new academic experiences:
I helped kids have a good time - to enjoy the school through art
(Dale).
I saw their real enjoyment in learning about how much had been
done in the past, how many of these people had fought. They
didn’t seem to know about slave revolts or anything of Black
history or that there were big important civilizations in Africa in
earlier times. The older people didn’t seem to know this. All were
just mesmerized (Peg).
They were eight and nine years old and couldn’t read. I had them
reading, doing reading and writing by the end of the summer (Gail,
1:23).
One of the high school teachers felt, among other contributions, she had helped students
consider going on to college:
At personal risk, to make lives, better, and this was very important.
The commitment that we showed. You know, we worked very
hard, inspiring them to go on to college (Sonya 1: 45).
Three teachers remembered not knowing if their teaching was effective. Sally, for
example ended up with four college-bound students, whose written French was better than
hers, but they needed her help with spoken French, at which she was very good. Such a
small class was atypical, and it was difficult to carry on oral/aural instruction for long
periods with so few students. Mary and Robin recalled also being uncertain if they were
effective as teachers. Mary remembers students just agreeing with her. Thinking they
understood, she would proceed only to find out they had just “yes mammed” her. Robin
tried to teach reading through typing to adults and doesn’t have a clear sense of what she
accomplished as a teacher.
Outside of classroom instruction, four teachers - Gail, Sonya, Peg and Leah - felt
that they were part of the effort to bring and/or distribute resources the students had never
had before. Black history books arrived in large numbers, and the teachers helped to
create libraries for the local communities.
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Relationships with Families
Three of these teachers felt being with families, even when the relationship wasn’t
close, was itself a contribution. Sally’s comments were in agreement with the sentiment in
the following statement:
My biggest accomplishment was the relationship with my family.
Their first close up relationship with a White that wasn’t horrible
(Robin, 1:10).
Dale recalls the words of a local resident as evidence of her contribution: “LORD OF
MERCY!! I thought I would NEVER, in my WHOLE life, see a WHITE woman doing
dishes in a BLACK man’s kitchen!!!”
Finally, Nancy and Leah acknowledged that they probably gained more than they
contributed. Leah also felt her presence was more negative than positive:
We made more mistakes and did more damage than good.
Arrogance, we assumed we were the leaders and would run the
show. We were so young. It was a process of unlearning our own
arrogance. It has taken me all these years to see the layers. The
experience transformed me much more fundamentally than any
good I did (1:1 & 6).
Extension beyond the Summer
It is noteworthy that Gail, Alex and Mary extended their stay in Holly Springs
beyond the summer. Gail stayed for six more months and Alex until the following spring
along with Mary. They all report that their focus shifted from the Freedom Schools to
community organizing and voter registration in counties where the Movement had not been
active, Tippah and Marshall specifically. Leah also stayed for another year. She was
director of the Freedom Schools after the summer. In this role she traveled a lot to different
schools to bring materials and provide support. Later, she moved to a rural area where she
lived as the only White person in a Black community.
Contributions to Long-Term Change
From today’s perspective, three of the teachers who have stayed in contact with
friends in Mississippi feel they contributed to long-term change that has occurred because
of the Movement. Sonya, Gail and Alex still have ongoing contact local people they met

196

during Freedom Summer. Alex still visits people in Mississippi, and in 1994 she spoke on
a panel organized by a professor at Jackson State. Gail has also returned to Mississippi
and notes improved conditions:
In parts of Mississippi, it really changed. People do not live in
those shacks, not in large numbers like before. And they have
electricity and plumbing. They didn’t have it. That’s changed
(2:38).
In addition, Gail and Alex are working on an oral history project interviewing local people
who were part of the Movement in northern Mississippi.
Sonya has been back several times to visit friends and to bring her daughter to meet
those friends. She was invited by the librarian at USM to speak to speak at a conference
for librarians in October 1999:
That there’s this archive at USM is an indication of the changes that
have taken place in Hattiesburg. Now the changes are NOT
uniform throughout the state, but the schools are better integrated
with respect to faculty and students. There was in 1980 a new
library completely integrated... At my age, nothing gives me
greater satisfaction than having helped to make life better for the
entire country actually (1:43 & 105).
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CHAPTER 5
AFTER MISSISSIPPI
The real gift of these stories is a more optimistic legacy for a new
generation of blacks and whites as they navigate the ever-volatile
path of racial relations into the twenty-first century and, hopefully,
take up the challenge.. .to make the world a better place.
-Barbara Ransby, Foreword, Deep in Our Hearts:
Nine White Women in the Freedom Movement.

Lessons Learned in Mississippi

Living in Mississippi for a short summer at a time of heightened national attention
and dramatic political activism created a laboratory for cross cultural, educational, and
political learning. The twelve teachers in this study were totally committed to the Summer
Project though their experiences taught them different things in different ways. In
recounting what they learned as a result of their involvement, the teachers identify four
major themes. 1) They learned about the U.S. beyond what they thought they knew.
2) They learned about Black people/culture in ways they had not anticipated. 3) They
learned about Black history. For most of the teachers, Freedom School materials
introduced them to Black history that their education had denied them. For the few teachers
who had studied Black history before going to Mississippi, the Freedom School materials
and experience broadened their knowledge base. 4) Finally, the teachers learned about
themselves by being challenged in ways they had never before had the opportunity or the
occasion to experience.
The U.S. and Poverty within Its Borders
Seeing the United States “through Black people’s eyes,” visiting their homes and
knowing the conditions first-hand, taught Frieda how “grossly unfair” society was. She
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also recalls taking a day off and going to see the movie, The Unsinkable Molly Brown, and
realizing “the culture is so hollow and horrible.” Leah also used the phrase, learning to see
“through Black people’s eyes:”
I stepped back even from my own small sphere of marginalization
as a Jew. I stepped back even farther and saw from the perspective
of someone totally marginalized. So I was there in that community
deep deep in the community and began to see with their eyes (2:47).
Lauren too felt that she had not fully understood what Black people were up against:
“Mississippi showed me what kind of a system we had in the U.S. and the deep South.
We have a completely divided society.” Gail, too, saw a bigger picture:
It was shocking to me what was going on in the same country I
lived in. That was the most shocking part, that there was this whole
part of the country I didn’t know anything about. They were living
a different kind of life than the rest of us were (2:22).
None of the teachers was prepared for the level of poverty they encountered, as
they had had no idea of the extent of the oppression that existed in the U.S. Simple images
told a large story. For example, Peg remembered the tar roads turning to dirt as soon as
one left the White community. Robin remembers the cinder block steps at the entrance to
her family’s home. Nancy recalled a student’s persistent invitation to her home in a more
rural area away from the school, in contrast to the modest accommodations arranged for
most of the teachers in the town:
We got there and it was your classical, stereotypical shack a dirt
floor and one light bulb with mice running around, and I mean a
hovel, a hovel and needless to say whatever we felt internally we
concealed and disguised. I don’t know how well but we did do
that. I was not prepared for that. That was a stunning experience.
And this family had a set of unused sheets which they took out and
used for our bed. That was, boy was that, I mean that taught me
some humility. But there was also, I did not pick up any sense of
shame or discomfort on their part. In other words, they were
giving us the best that they had and if anything there was a sense of
pride and satisfaction that they were able to do that. I had never
experienced personally such poverty. Never, never. I read about it
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but certainly never slept there. I felt very humbled. It sort of
grounds you, the things we take for granted (1: 21 & 23).
Though Nancy clearly saw the poverty in Mississippi she added,
It wasn’t until a few years later, probably around the time SCLC
was becoming involved with the economic issues, the poor people’s
campaign, the Memphis sanitation strike, that at least I became
much more aware that the abolition of legal segregation did not
speak to the economic disparity and discrimination and status of
Blacks in America, that it was not just a race issue; it was also an
economic issue (1:22).
Mary, who stayed for a year, commented that she learned to see the economic
conditions as a major part of the oppression: “I saw what I used to think was just a race
thing as a much more economic thing. That was really my big eye opener. They couldn’t
get jobs and all else springs from there” (1:26-27). She and Gail, too, saw poverty first
hand:
I was really shocked to see the kinds of houses people lived in. We
went to a lot of houses. We were going into a lot of shacks talking
to people. They would mostly come outside and talk to you on the
porch. It was summer, and it was hot. . .1 remember one time after
visiting many people and talking with them, we went into this one
place that was really bad. Dirt floors, flies all over the place hollow
stares in the eyes, big bellies. We were trying to talk to these
people about the Freedom Democratic Party or coming to the
Freedom Schools and they were just looking at us, and nodding like
they do.. .when we left we started thinking about it and said,
‘What is wrong with those people?’ And we came to the conclusion
that they were hungry. They had nothing to eat\ And how can you
be talking about politics when these people have nothing to eat?
(2:36-37).
Finally, Dale recalls that a sick woman in her family had died and no one knew why. She
learned that “death is part of the Black experience in the South.”
Black People and Black Culture
Three teachers talked about the spirit of the people. Sally learned that “people in the
throws of a war can want to go on and do the conventional things (like go to school). I
mean that was an eye-opener. I mean that definitely was!” (1:42). Revealing her former
perceptions somewhat, Lauren noted “people without material gain are still completely
intelligent and capable of deep thought and deep principles... Mississippi showed me the
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potential of a people not being allowed to be expressed.” Dale commented on “seeing kids
with bare feet - the spirit of those kids was incredible! at least those who came to school.”
Robin, the only teacher in this study who lived with a really poor family, said they taught
her about strength. “I lived alone with a very poor family - a virtual shack, mud roads,
concrete blocks as steps into the house. This family had a lot of pride and inner strength
where I would have given up long ago” (1: 10). Peg remembers being taught Black people
were dirty. She found in Mississippi,
not only were they not dirty, there were flowers in every little yard
to make the place look nice and the houses were very clean
especially considering there was no water or bathrooms.
Mary and Sonya mentioned Black women specifically. “Mrs. Rogers was just a
woman I admired tremendously. She really led that community, and she was the one who
insisted that our church, I call it mine, their church be open to the freedom fighters. She
was the one and those two families (Rogers and Hills) were the ones that insisted that their
church be part of it” (1:24-5). Sonya likewise mentioned the strength, courage, and
activism of Mrs. Victoria Gray, who was an active organizer for the MFDP.
While many teachers gave testimony to the strength of the local people and
especially the activism of the high school students, they all learned to see the diversity
among Black people in Mississippi. Class differences became obvious. In Gulfport Sally
learned of the unions for lumber men and the Isle Longshoreman’s Union, “and these guys
were strong, Black men.” Here was a tradition of Black people who had middle class
homes and middle class aspirations so familiar to her: “same ideals that White people or any
people have, same desires on the part of mothers to see their children get a better life, get
more education” (1:31 & 45).
Four people noted that many middle class Blacks were not in support of the
movement because they had more to lose. Sonya recalled how she first understood this
political diversity:
This was revealed to me on a Saturday night when I saw people just
flocking to bars, or maybe a special bar because some entertainer
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was there. I thought, “Where have all these people been?” I found
it again in Greenwood when the bodies were found, and we went to
a service for James Chaney. Greenwood Mississippi has a far more
entrenched Black middle class who fear, having more to lose, and
are unwilling to take risks. And when we marched to the church for
the service I was just amazed at the number of Black people who
were kind of watching on the side having nothing to do with us at
all (1: 80-81).
Lauren also mentioned that “many Blacks were afraid to change and for good reason. They
knew how wrong the system was. They managed their fear and their knowledge by
becoming personally resigned hoping for change in the future.” Peg, too, noted the
resistance of local people as she recalled a common stance, “When God is ready he will
take care of all this,” and she noted that Black teachers would have been fired if they were
connected to Freedom Schools. The local minister, however, persuaded people, “It is time
to do something ourselves.” Gail commented on the few Blacks in the movement as
opposed to the many others in Mississippi:
We were only a small number that made these changes. It was not
this great big everybody. There were people in the Black
community just like in the White community, in some ways no
different. They were cautious and they were conservative. We
were only dealing with the ones that had potential, revolutionary
potential. People were scared to death. It was scary. They’re not
all the same, you know. We had to tell the difference, who had
potential to come out and work with us and who not to bother with
because they weren’t going to do anything. We had to know the
difference. We had to learn that (1:46).
Nancy and Sonya, who had had Black students in New York, noted the difference
between northern urban Black people and the southern Black people: “There is southern
culture and it does cross racial lines; there is a certain kind of gentility (which may be why)
northern Black parents send their kids South for the summer” (1:28). Nancy elaborated:
In a way the urban northern Black was much more hostile to Whites
than the southern Black. That came as a stunning shock to me.
And it made me much more cognizant of the influence of such
sociological factors as small town, church, neighborhood, big city,
all those things. And that there was not a homogeneous group
called Black people in America (1:24).
Beyond acknowledging these class and cultural differences, some of the teachers
began to appreciate African American cultural patterns. Gail was drawn to the musical
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expression of country blues which she had never heard before, and she connected to her
younger students around musical play:
I would play with them at recess. Their games. “Little Sally
Walker, sitting in a saucer. Rise Sally rise Sally one two three” I
had never heard that and their songs and their rhythms and their
games had such rhythm to them that you didn’t hear in the North,
you know, and they swung their hips when they said these things
and it was just a whole different experience of kids playing games
... I’m a very musical person, so that when I saw how they used
to sing and swing their hips I enjoyed that. So I played with them a
lot and that broke down the barriers. They started joking and
laughing and you could see in the pictures the kids are smiling with
me... I think they learned I wasn’t going to do any harm to them
... they loosened up a whole lot, you know, and they got better at
reading and writing (1:30).
Sonya learned to appreciate the role of the minister as spiritual leader:
In Prince Edward County, the position of the Black minister - woo,
hoo, hoo! Watching a minister at a social gathering with the kind of
attention, devotion being paid by women was an insight. I’d never
seen that before. (Was it spiritual devotion or?) No it was a
combination, it was like Martin Luther King, you know.
In Hattiesburg I was more aware of the spiritual leadership. More
of the spirituality of the Black church there. I attended two
churches, and the Black men there, at least in the way I understood
it, were spiritual leaders, the role of certain figures in the Black
community, the hierarchy (1:79-81).
Sonya also learned to understand the patterns of communication among the women:
I think one of the most revelatory experiences I had when I was
down there was sitting on the porch of this woman’s house. Mrs.
Gray was there and they were stringing beans and I was helping
them. The women were talking back and forth, and it was “Mrs.
Gray” and “Mrs. Smith.” They called each other by their last names
because they were never called their last name, you see. It was like
the greatest endearment they could express for one another. There
were wonderful moments like that, you know, epiphanies
occasionally (1:63).
Alex learned about nappy hair from students in the dorm at Rust College where she lived
during the summer:
This is now in June of 1964. The last thing Black women wanted
was nappy hair. I am not sure exactly how this worked. It took us
a long time to figure out what was going on, but there was a shower
room. You know, they had separate showers and most of the
college girls did not take showers but filled a pan with water and
washed themselves, and we all took showers. It turned out the
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reason they did that was because they did not want to get the steam
up that would make their hair nappy, and by us taking showers we
ruined it for them. I don’t remember quite how that came out and
how we resolved it. I think at that point maybe we found other
housing. That was a cultural experience for me (1:21).

While Alex also mentioned that this insight told her how “brainwashed’ the people had
been, Leah, writing in 1964, noted a response to the students’ interpretation of nappy hair
as part of the Freedom School curriculum as it evolved:
Whoever the Freedom Schools touched they activated into
confrontation, with themselves and with the world and back again.
On one level, it was the White teacher saying to the Negro girl that
nappy hair vs. “good hair” is not a valid distinction: that it is a
White man’s distinction, and that the queens in Africa - in Songhai,
Mali, Ghana — in Ethiopia — had nappy short hair! ( SNCC:
Subgroup A: Series XV: Box 101, File 165, Freedom Schools in
Mississippi, 1964.)

Black History
Leah reported knowing nothing about Black history before going to Mississippi
though she had taught some Black literature to high school students. Alex had prepared a
curriculum comparing slavery to the Holocaust, but said she didn’t really know about
Black history and learned it from the materials provided by SNCC. Gail and Dale also
learned Black history from the SNCC materials along with the Freedom School students.
Nancy, Sonya, and Sally had studied Black history in college and had taught it in their
social studies courses. Peg studied up on Black history once she knew she was going to
Mississippi. Regardless of the differences in their knowledge base before going to
Mississippi, all learned more in the Freedom Schools, and they would later transport it
back home to their classrooms in the North. (See the section on Teaching After
Mississippi.)

Self-Awareness
The teachers’ experiences in Mississippi also taught them about themselves, who
they were and, upon reflection, how they had changed. With two exceptions, the teachers
identify significant personal changes. Three themes stand out: 1) becoming less
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intellectual, for they learned to appreciate a wider range of human experience 2) developing
an appreciation of political activism for themselves as well as others and 3) having a
greater awareness of their own capacity to enact their values.
First, three of the women described intellectual and academic pursuits as great
interests before they went to Mississippi. College life, particularly, revealed their interests.
Nancy had been a campus radical as a college student and interested in political theory.
Alex had studied European intellectual history in college, and Leah had a strong desire to be
a professor because she loved campus academic and intellectual pursuits. These three
teachers described becoming less intellectual as a result of being in Mississippi. Nancy felt
she became “less of an intellectual snob so to speak, you know valuing the intellectual
ability and achievement at the expense of other qualities. It just made me more sensitive to
the worth and value of the other qualities” (2:31). Alex said her experience “made me
much less intellectual and less interested in academic things” (1:32). Perhaps related, she
also reasoned “the extent to which I was ego driven and ego involved. By meeting people
who weren’t that way, I tried very hard not to be that way” (1:26). Part of this learning
came from interacting with families.
I remember going to houses. I guess we were recruiting for the
Freedom Schools. And parents introducing us to their kids and
saying this one is the smart one, and we hope we can get money for
her to go to college, and he is a very good athlete, or she’s not real
smart, but. . . none of it had any differential value. All of them
were equally valuable'. (1:15).
Alex also reflected on what she learned from a small number of high school students with
whom she organized a college prep study group in the fall:
Besides books by James Baldwin, I had them read Catcher in the
Rye. They thought it was the dumbest book they had ever read!
And I was like, “What?!” You know this had been my favorite
book in school and their reasons of course were totally right. I
mean this schmuck of a kid sits around and thinks about nothing
except, you know, dirty words and basically thinking about
himself. He’s totally self absorbed. And it’s just silly. And I was
fascinated by that. You were dealing with kids who don t have the
kind of egos that we had.
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Lauren would describe this same phenomenon when she later came into contact with
Mexican American children and their families in Chicago:
They were not so self-centered and focused on themselves as I and
my peers had been.. .they’d initiate and do things at school and in
the neighborhoods more than I had in my neighborhood... they
were more independent and responsible at home doing shopping,
laundry and childcare.
From her close contact with Mississippi families Leah also remembers becoming less
intellectual:
I don’t think the most profound change was intellectual. It was
very personal. I remember when a young boy from Syden was
found murdered, and I was so outraged and I wanted to go to the
Justice Department with it, so I was getting people’s stories and I
started writing down in their own language, “Nothing ever been did
about it, ” and I just became a scribe of people’s voices and
people’s stories. That’s what transformed me (2:45).
These three teachers, who had strong intellectual inclinations, had some political awareness
before they went to Mississippi, and they became more appreciative of the emotional
dimensions and dilemmas of life as a result of their summer experiences.
The second theme with respect to the teachers’ learning about themselves emerged
as four teachers described becoming political as a result of being in Mississippi. Their
four perspectives provide a spectrum of what “becoming political” meant. At one of end of
the spectrum was beginning to be politically aware. Others already had an awareness but
developed a definite political analysis. At the other end of the spectrum was reclaiming an
identity as a political activist.
First, Sally identifies her change over the summer as part of a longer process of
becoming political:

I don’t come from a left wing background, and I of course wanted
to divorce myself from that. But a lot of them were red diaper
babies and they were not at all against admitting to it and being
proud of it. I wanted to avoid confrontation. I wanted to avoid
being in jail. And some of them had probably gotten in jail and
were proud of it. And I guess that was the consciousness when I
ran into all these people who were making history! And they knew
about all of the letters sent back during the Russian revolution and
all that kind of stuff. And I didn’t know any of that... I was not
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tuned in. There was just so much I was learning, moving out of
one head mode, I guess you’d say, and into another one. I mean I
made a major transition during that period of time. There was
probably no way my being able to understand the movement as a
movement because I wasn’t part of the social activist group. But I
was becoming (l:25-27;35).
It would take Sally some time upon her return to New York to develop a full awareness of
herself as activist. (See section on Activism after Mississippi).
Neither Mary, Lauren nor Frieda had considered themselves political at all before
the summer but they clearly stated they became more political as a result of what they
experienced in Mississippi. Mary and Frieda defined political as being more aware and/or
outspoken. Frieda added feeling “more deeply passionate” about political issues as a
source of her outspokenness. She described herself as “hotheaded” when confronting
racist attitudes after she returned from Mississippi, and she had to learn how to engage so
others would listen. Lauren said she became more involved in non-violent activism after
the summer. For two years she worked with SNCC in Chicago.
Nancy’s place on the spectrum is clearly at the leadership/action end. Having been
the only teen/college radical activist in this group of twelve, she commented that teaching in
Mississippi “facilitated my transformation into a social activist and it propelled me into the
anti-war movement. I would say for a good ten years I had been a bourgeoisie housewife,
so this did bring me back to my roots” (1:23-24).
The final way teachers described learning about themselves related to their selfimage. In contrast to the external connections to political awareness and action, three
teachers described a shift in their self-awareness in terms of what they did as opposed to
what they thought. Sonya said the summer taught her that “I had guts, that I was
courageous. I’d never, you know, tested myself that way before. That was it. And a
sense of having contributed something” (1:76). Peg, likewise, connected with the Summer
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Project as a testing ground: “knowing you were able to perform if you were pushed. I had
the ideas and philosophy before, but I learned I could do something, not just talk.” For
Gail, Mississippi changed everything:
I learned I could teach all kinds of people to read and that I was
more successful on my own terms.
For these twelve teachers, the impact of being in Mississippi and teaching in the
Freedom Schools would reverberate long after their time in the Magnolia State came to an
end.
Personal Adjustments after Mississippi
From all accounts, Freedom Summer was an extraordinary summer in the Civil
Rights Movement and in the affairs of Mississippi and the nation. The northern Whites
who were involved were exposed to and challenged by SNCC’s response to the most
oppressive state system in the Union. In this volatile climate, the participation of northern
White volunteers taught them what Black people had known for a long, long time, that a
system of oppression was well entrenched in these United States. The volunteers took
these lessons back to the North and acted on their new found awareness in both public and
private ways (MeAdam, 1988; Rothschild, 1982.) The teachers were no exception.
Mississippi changed the way the teachers saw the nation and themselves, and
because they had changed, the teachers experienced challenging and varied transitions upon
returning home. While their professional identity is the central focus of this study,
identifying their personal adjustments helps to understand changes they made in their
professional lives. In Mississippi the personal and professional were not separate spheres
of influence, for personal commitment was the basis of their professional and political
action.
The personal adjustments of the teachers returning home fall into three categories:
1) Fear functioned in different ways at different times in Mississippi and afterwards. 2)
Some of the teachers articulated an emergent theme of white identity development. 3)
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Career shifts came about for some. Only one teacher left education for law. While the rest
remained in educational settings, their educational roles changed over time.
Two Faces of Fear
Because of the dangers which the teachers had faced in Mississippi, it was not
surprising to find that they had fearful responses while they were there. Unexpected was
the degree to which fear followed them home. In the short term it complicated their return
as a destabilizing force in their readjustment. On the other hand, conquering their fear in
Mississippi, i.e. not giving in to it, also had a long-term positive impact on their lives.
The first face of fear was was destabilizing. Internalized fear of Whites stayed with
five women, two of whom were in Mississippi for the summer and three of whom had
stayed beyond the summer. They vividly recalled a fear response after they got back, for
White men in positions of authority in Mississippi had represented danger that was real,
vicariously experienced, and/or imagined. Frieda explained she was “afraid of White faces
because [in Mississippi] we had been stopped by the police, and I was too frightened to
talk.” For awhile after her return, Peg panicked every time she heard a police siren go off:
“I would grab my husband because I had learned to be afraid of the police.” Among those
who extended beyond the summer, Gail, too, experienced fear triggered by seeing the
police: “My husband was politically active as a lawyer, and he wanted me to attend an
event for the sheriffs campaign. I panicked. I saw the badge, the car, and I couldn’t do
it.” Leah, too, said she was scared of Whites after she came back:
I think that didn’t last very long, but I had learned in two years that
the Whites were to be feared... that they could kill me or people I
cared about or they could take the jobs of the people I cared about,
and they were dangerous. That had been deeply internalized (2:51).
Mary’s fear was triggered by pick-up trucks which symbolized for her “the notorious gas
station groups. Rednecks hanging out with their pickup trucks and guns. It was a constant
for years after I came back. Seeing pickup trucks behind me just frightened me for years.”

To this day, “Istill don’t like them!” Laughingly she adds, “I’ll probably see a pickup or
two in the next few weeks” (1:39-41).
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Gail’s narrative was unique because not only did the northern White sheriffs
presence trigger her fear, she also had a delayed reaction to the danger she’d been in in
Mississippi:
It was fear about what I’d just done. ‘Holy shit! Did I do that?’
The danger I’d placed myself in. I just said, ‘Oh my god, what
have I just done? I did that?’ In Mississippi I detached. I just
didn’t pay attention until I got out. Then I said, ‘WOW! I could
have been killedW (2:55).
In contrast to the destabilizing fear that came from the violence and threat of
violence in Mississippi, the second face of fear was a positive force. From facing danger
in Mississippi, four women recount that they were no longer afraid about ordinary
challenges. Lauren remarked, “Having done that successfully, gone into such a hostile
environment, there was not much to be afraid of by comparison.” For example, when her
husband’s job took them to the Virgin Islands, she was not in the least bit hesitant. Nancy
noted, “Having survived the situation, the fear of the unknown and the disappearance of
the three men, not giving in to the fear, not being paralyzed, was liberating.” Having
avoided public speaking before Mississippi, Peg was no longer afraid to speak to groups.
When her friends in Mississippi wrote her that the Freedom School library was burned
down, she went on a speaking campaign in Maine to raise money to rebuild the library.
Mary, too, said she was not one to speak up in front of groups before going to Mississippi,
but when she went to grad school she was not at all afraid:
I think it made grad, school a lot easier for me because at that point,
if you can get up and sing in front of a Black group, then you can
speak in front of grad, students and the professors (1:33).
Even today, Mary as well as Sally note that in Florida, their White friends are afraid to go
into the Black community, and they are not.
I’ll stop in the Black community at the farm stand, and a friend of
mine will say, “You stopped where?” “But they’re the only ones
with fresh grapes. Of course, I did.” A lot of people are very
frightened about it (1:34).
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Likewise, Sally’s friends will comment when she has gone into the Black section of
Miami, and she responds similarly to Mary: she is not afraid of Black people.
White Identity Development and Re-Entrv
Six teachers talked about their White identity during the interviews. Only two
identified themselves as White when they talked about their own background. Leah, for
example, is currently teaching teachers and thus her professional situation has presented
White identity development as a current issue. Frieda, a teacher and then a counselor,
connected her White identity to her understanding of racial oppression. In terms of
Whiteness she said she knew she was not in the oppressed group though she understood
her oppression as a Jew. The theme of white identity also emerged when the teachers
focused on their return back home and found themselves in varying degrees of emotional
turmoil.
Among these six teachers who talked about White identity, two stayed only for the
summer, but both of them had lived with Black people before, one in Prince Edward
County in the summer of 1963 and one on a Black college campus. A common experience
for the other four teachers was that they stayed beyond the summer, one for six months,
two for ten more months, and one for a year. During their extension, they all worked in
more rural areas than they had during the summer.
Frieda and Peg, who talked about their White identity, were the two teachers who
stayed only for the summer. Frieda had confronted her own racism when teaching in
Prince Edward County in the summer of 1963, but she commented on the impact of seeing
the poverty of Black people in Mississippi as the catalyst for her awareness of being White.
“Seeing through Black eyes,” she said, “it was such a profound experience of knowing the
injustice and then you identify differently because when you have lived in an integrated
group you’re no longer White, you are and you aren’t.” She said she came back
understanding the difference between immigrants and Blacks. “Blacks are always visible.
Whites over time could make it.” In this context, she recounted an experience of taking a
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friend from Israel to the Statue of Liberty, and she told her “Give me your White tired,
your White poor, your White struggling to be free.” My friend didn’t get it, but I knew
why people wanted to bomb the Statue.”
Peg’s comments about being White were also personal. Her understanding of her
actions changed while in Mississippi:
Black workers had been working for a long time there and no one
got attention until white people came down. That I realized after I
got down there, and I didn’t feel so noble. Everybody should be
trying to help.
After she came back, she felt “ashamed of being White:”
I realized how good I had had it all my life and how unfair it was
that people that I was part of - that my race - was doing this to other
people.
The transition to being back in the North was more complicated for the four women
who stayed beyond the summer. Two of four who stayed on recounted short-term
difficulties in adjustment while the other two experienced major upheaval in their identity.
At the end of a year in Mississippi, returning was difficult for Mary and Alex. At
the end of Mary’s year in Mississippi she felt burned out and spent the summer with all
White people, though she doesn’t remember much about that initial return:
I needed the summer before I started work to get myself normal
again. I was really burned out and I was tired. If I look back on it
now I would probably say I was depressed to some degree. I don't
have much recall of that summer, I’ll tell you. I came back right in
the beginning of June and I immediately enrolled into some law
classes, and that’s all I remember about the summer. I took
constitutional law, and I lived at my sister’s, and I just vegged out I
think (1:29).
Alex too had an adjustment period:
It was very hard for me to adjust to being back. I used to just sit
and watch the news on television all the time. It probably lasted not
more than a year. I had a lot of contacts (Black friends). I had
almost no White friends. Also I would go back and visit friends in
Mississippi periodically so that made a difference (1:29; 19).
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The adjustment period for Gail and Leah was longer and more elaborately recounted
in terms of White identity. Leah returned to New York for five years and then moved to
Vermont:
When I left the South I had a really hard time accepting myself as
White and relating to White people. I had immersed so totally (the
second year) that my identity as a White person dissolved and I had
to reconstruct that. In New York I felt safe because I was in
communities of color. I didn’t have to reestablish my white identity
except as an ally against racism and an anti-racist white person. So
I could be still a movement person working against the war,
working against racism, working for community control, working
with communities... So New York was fine. It was vibrant and
active and movement and connectedness and noses and cultures and
hair and languages and then whoaaaa then Vermont!
I went to this little Vermont town and my first town meeting I
thought I was back in Mississippi because it felt like the KKK. It
was all these White folks and they all looked like White racists to
me. I felt scared, like if they really knew who I was I would be at
risk. I felt like I was passing as a White person. I knew I was
White but accepting myself as White and accepting White people
without number one being scared of them and number two being
judgmental of them, accepting them as human beings for who they
were, well it was a process.
And I wasn’t really a White person. I wasn’t like them so what is
white? So I sure wasn’t like them. When I went to Vermont I was
still seeing a black guy that I had started dating in NYC and then
he moved to Texas and I moved to Vermont. And he came up to
see me a couple of times and my neighbors on both sides, Oh man!
So I knew it was dangerous, and I identified, I can’t say I identified
as black, but I had this double consciousness. I mean I looked in
the mirror and I knew I was white but when white people were
around, I was wary. I didn’t trust them, knowing the harm that
white people could do, not trusting, it wasn’t so much fearing as
not trusting. (2:48;51-53; 57).
Gail, too, questioned how to relate to White people when she returned. She recalls asking
herself, “What had I just done? What did it mean? Now what do I do? How do I relate to
White people now?”
When I came back I was holed up in the house for two months. I
didn’t go anywhere. I didn’t know what I’d been through.
Everything had shifted. I didn’t know where I was and how to
relate to anybody. Who to tell what. A minister who had known
the family started coming to see me and made me talk. He helped
me by telling me that I had just been through something significant.
He put it into perspective for me. It was trauma and he knew it. He
told me I had done something very significant and it was bound to

213

create upheaval in my life. My parents were hostile. My husband
was a good as he could be. I didn’t know what to do. I said, “I
can’t do what I did before. I’m different. How do I integrate back
into this life that I left which is so foreign to me?” I changed. I had
racial sensibilities other Whites didn’t have. It was really lonely.
The only way I saved myself is I went right back into a Black
community in New Bedford, and it saved me. Saved me again.
Black people. They saved me in Mississippi. They protected me.
They cushioned me, they welcomed me and I was in that
community when all Whites wanted to do was kill me. But Black
people saw value in my presence and took care of me. (Back home)
once I got out of my house after those months, I reached out to the
Black community. I started going to speak to the NAACP, and
some of them were reaching out to me because they knew where I’d
been. And they were saying come and speak to us, join the
NAACP, we want you to do this, and these were the people who
really welcomed me back. Black people in New Bedford. West
Indian. Cape Verdean. They welcomed me (1:57-58; 2:53-57).
Gail doesn’t know if understanding herself as a White person has changed as a result of
Mississippi:
I don’t know if it changed at all. I never thought of myself as a
White person. Just doing things. I know I am a White person, but
I never asked myself a question like that.
Alex, Gail, and Leah all mention the importance of continued involvement with
Black people once they returned North as crucial in getting through their re-entry phase.
However, these connections would shift over time. Leah’s shifted when she moved to
Vermont. Gail remarried and later moved to England for two years. Alex’s relationships,
too, changed over time:
Coming to terms with being a White person, it gets worse with age
because as you get older and our society gets more this way there is
a gap between rich and poor and between White and Black, and I
now have almost no Black friends... Being White is hard to come
to terms with, and I think it’s harder now than it was then. Because
then I didn’t have money, and I was more of an outsider. I didn’t
have a position, I wasn’t a lawyer. I didn’t live in a really nice
apartment, you know, all that stuff. I guess I am saying maybe you
never come to terms with being White, and maybe it even gets
worse, being a White person in a society in which the right and the
good is with the Black people. When I was down there, I was part
of them, and the rest of the world was an outside (1:19-20).
It appears from these experiences that being in solidarity with Black people and
working side by side with them in Mississippi created a situation where these six teachers
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distanced themselves from their White identity. As Gail commented, “In Mississippi
Whites were the enemy,” and she was not among the enemy. Alex acknowledged, “down
there the White world was “outside” of the Black community and she was not part of the
White world. Upon return home to their White communities, however, these six teachers
had to face that they were part of their White communities, only they now had a different
analysis of the U.S. and their place in White America. They too were White.
The Role of Whites in the Black Civil Rights Movement
Five teachers commented directly on the message that came from Black separatism:
Whites need to work with Whites to combat racism. They all took this message seriously.
Three of these five teachers were among those who reported emotional turmoil upon re¬
entry to the North while the other two recall accepting the challenge without personal
turmoil.
Alex’s decision to become a lawyer was directly influenced by her Mississippi
experience.
It made me decide to become a lawyer because I thought as a lawyer
I could be more of a catalyst. There was a sense in which the time
for White people in the movement was limited. That the whole
point of the movement was for Black people to be empowered to
take over and that what roles White people had might be limited to
things like being catalysts for social change. So that was why I
went to law school (1:25).
Gail’s heeding the call to work with Whites came in the context of her community
involvement. She joined the NAACP in her area soon after she returned from Mississippi.
The NAACP organized Cape Verdean and West Indian kids for her to talk to, and this
exchange evolved into a weekly Friday night youth group, with rap sessions strikingly
similar to the ones Stokely held with the volunteers in Holly Springs.
We rapped all night, me and the kids and some adults. I talked
about Mississippi and the kids their age, the conditions and what
they did and what I did. I found out about Cape Verde and the
identity problem. I talked to their parents, who told their kids they
were White. The kids were the same as in Mississippi. They did
not want to do it like their parents, part of the 60s rebellion. Black
kids told their elders they were not accommodating Jim Crow like
they had. Cape Verdean kids told their elders they were not going
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to pretend they were not something they are in this country: ‘Here
we’re Black and we’re identifying with the Civil Rights Movement
not Portugal.’ I was giving these kids something positive to
identify with the Black experience. I wanted them to claim both
identities.
In 1968 Stokely said Whites should get out so we can develop our
own leadership. I told the youth group they should have a Black
advisor so they had their own role model. I left and it was a
mistake in this community. No one took up the lead. The youth
group died until the late ‘80s. So I began to wonder if that was
right. I was following party leadership. There’s lots written about
that.
Sonya commented that Whites got kicked out of the movement, but she always
maintained her commitment to the ideals.
I don’t feel I can be an activist on behalf of Black people any
longer. It’s now a movement that has to be led by Blacks for
Blacks, and now there is. They told us deal with ourselves. Deal
with other White people and that’s what I have been doing out in
lily White Minnesota, that is what I was doing in classrooms, as a
member of the community and serving on a human rights
commission (1:90-91).
I’ve tried to communicate to young people how important it is at
their stage of life to get connected to something larger than yourself.
I have tried to present students with a wider vision, understanding
the world more, feeling more compassion for and empathy with
people unlike yourself, which is very much absent in the Midwest
(1:105 & 98-99).
Peg said Mississippi made her realize that “yes, Blacks needed education but
Whites in the North and South are just as needful. Most have no idea of Black history.”
Lauren feels she also heeded the call to work with Whites, and compared herself to
her colleagues in her current situation as a “bureaucrat in a program whose purpose is
activist:”
In Mississippi, I saw the systemic piece, but my colleagues today
haven’t had that kind of experience. The younger ones just don’t
talk about such issues. Sometimes I feel I’m doing things for a
different reason than others; they don’t see our role the same. I’m
very serious; they’re not quite so.
Leah recounts what it meant to her to shift and focus on White people:
Later in the movement they were saying White people should
organize White people, and I didn’t want to do that because that
wasn’t going to be any fun. It wasn’t going to be interesting. The
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music wasn’t my music and the affect wasn’t my affect and the way
of seeing the world wasn’t my way of the world. I didn’t want to
be among White people. That would be alien to me. But now I
accept that. That’s the role (2:48, 65).
Career Shifts
During their immediate return to the North, the teachers grappled with both
personal and professional adjustments in their lives as a result of their experiences in
Mississippi. Over time, other variables influenced their career paths, and changes did
occur. Three people did not return to classrooms. Having left the classroom just before
going to Mississippi, Frieda stayed in her new role as a school counselor. Gail worked in
alternative education, and Alex worked for the Anti-Defamation League training teachers,
though she would soon leave teaching for law. Nine of the twelve subjects in this study
did continue their professional roles in K-12 settings after Mississippi. Seven of the twelve
eventually taught at the college level, five as adjunct faculty (Mary, Sonya, Leah, Robin
Gail, Dale, Peg,) and two as professors (Sonya, Leah). Three ended up doing teacher
training in their faculty roles, two for short periods of time and one continuing to do teacher
training today. They connect their careers to Mississippi in different ways.
Lauren commented that “working with impoverished youth started at Oberlin” when
she was exposed to a philosophy of social responsibility, but “Mississippi cemented that
goal” and it has been a constant throughout her career as an educator. On a similar note
Alex elaborates on her commitment to working with disenfranchised groups:
I was totally committed to living a life that involved dealing with
people who were disenfranchised, who were scapegoats. That was
the only reason I went into law. And that certainly was the result of
my experience in Mississippi (1:32 & 35)
Though Gail stayed in education, she did not go back into a traditional classroom:
Everything I did after I left Mississippi was a result of what I
learned there. No question about it. All that stuff just flowed out of
creating that kind of community, that holistic approach to learning
something . .. Mississippi confirmed I could carve my own way
and make a living at it. I’m a learn-by-doing person, that’s why I
couldn’t go back into a classroom. Most of what’s been valuable to
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me I’ve learned outside of a classroom. Mississippi gave me
confidence not to have to go back into the system. The system
could not contain me after that.
Leah, however, did stay in traditional classroom settings, and eventually left high
school teaching, earned a doctorate and today is on the faculty of a state school in the
teacher education program. Mississippi is still very much alive in her present-day work:
A lot of the good literature on developing anti-racist teachers or at
least people able to teach in the inner city says have them immersed,
have them go live on an Indian reservation,... Puerto Rican
culture is a separate culture, and we should require all of our
students, no one should ever be hired to teach in the inner city who
has not lived in at least an American Puerto Rican community, and
that’s what I am saying to my students now: go to church, go to a
laundromat. A young woman says, “Well I don’t know what a
laundromat is.” and I said, “Yeah, I want you to know what it’s
like to have to sit there for two hours”. ..Sol want them to go to
church and I want them to process it and I want them to experience,
I want them to listen to gospel music. I want them to get into the
music so they can know where Black kids are coming from. And
so my task is how to immerse them without picking them up and
moving them to another environment, and I ask them to stretch
beyond their comfort level... I go as far as I know right now to do
to take them to the edge and a little bit over.
But then, see I’ve been so nervous about what damage are they
going to do? Not intentionally, it’s like you step on an ant when
you walk on the ground. Because I remember the damage I did
when I was there (in Mississippi). All they see is Black crime
because that’s what they see on TV. It’s what we breathe in, I
mean that that’s the smog. ..Iam able to say to students you didn’t
cause this, you have breathed it in by being in America, but you
didn’t cause it, you don't have to feel guilty about this.
[interviewer: So a lot of your teaching now as a result of what you
learned in Mississippi is based on helping them see a different
America than what they have been taught exists? 1
Yes, that’s my mission, And I do see it as a mission, and that’s
why I get so frustrated because it’s not just a job by any means
(2:58-66).
Changes in Professional Practice
Only one of the twelve teachers left the field of education after her return from
Mississippi. The others remained in different educational settings, one as a school
counselor and the others as teachers and eventually college faculty. Their experiences in
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Mississippi influenced their professional practice in several ways: 1) Their perceptions of
Black students and their parents changed. 2) They made changes in the curriculum they
taught. 3) Their pedagogy also changed.
Attitudinal Changes: Perceptions of Students and Parents
Attitudinal shifts were a legacy of the summer for these teachers. The shift most
frequently cited related to teachers’ perceptions of Black students and their families. Eight
teachers identified changes in their perceptions of Black students. Lauren, for example,
spent one year with SNCC working with a church youth group in Chicago, after which she
spent two years as a reading teacher and librarian in a Mexican American community there.
She recalled that Mississippi confirmed for her what she believed, that “youngsters from
poor backgrounds were absolutely capable! We could all see that contrary to some of the
popular beliefs about poverty, that there is no connection at all between poverty and
potential.” In Chicago, she “expected a lot from them and expected them to want to learn.
I used their prior knowledge to bridge the differences.” Today, as an employee in a state
department of education, she has input into teacher training and continues some of her past
patterns:
I make teachers aware of schools that are successful in high poverty
areas as a way for teachers to examine their own expectations and
how they behave based on those expectations. I focus on the
intellectual capacity of children and child development. I use those
principles to be sure curriculum is challenging, that the pace of
instruction is fast enough. We’re fighting years of a remedial
approach and we need to translate those basic principles about
intellectual ability of the youngsters into challenging instructional
activity.
Right after being in Mississippi, Alex found herself offering seminars for teachers.
As a regional director of education for the Anti-defamation League, she challenged teachers
about their perceptions of students:
At that time, anti-Semitism was not an issue so they were very
interested in the whole issue of Black civil rights and disadvantaged
youth. I focused a lot on how they would relate to Black or
disadvantaged kids (1:30).
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Having become a school counselor at an alternative school after being in an
elementary school classroom for several years, Frieda, too, said after Mississippi she had
higher expectations for students than some of her peers. She remembers recommending
one student get a GED and another staff person said the student couldn’t do it, “and he
did\” She also saw her students more holistically. Her White principal “saw that the

students were comfortable with me, and they were tough. The principal recognized that I
had relationships with the students. She could tell I was comfortable with them. In
evaluating them I was less detached. I understood better their struggle, what they (in the
projects) had to overcome and certainly I was more involved with them. I liked working
with them. If they feel you’re with them and that you understand, they’ll talk.”
Before going to Mississippi Sally had taught elementary school and returned to
Harlem to teach junior high. She acknowledged that being in Mississippi helped her relate
to the students: “Oh, it was a major help. Just by being in proximity to people. I think
just being at ease around people. Seeing them as me. You know, as people” (1,44).
Another memory of hers was more specific:
One of my friends who had been in Mississippi was a principal, and
I was looking for part-time work. He went to different teachers and
said, “What kids are giving you the worst trouble?” He always
figured those were probably among the smartest, and they were
bored or whatever. They were all Black girls. And these were not
crazy kids. We did readings, and I got them to write (1:52).
Another example of Sally’s connections with students is their willingness to confide in her:
The kids would tell me that such and such a teacher is very nice, but
they would find little pieces of prejudice there. I didn’t know how
to deal with it. I listened. I didn’t defend the teacher. I would ask
questions and I would ask them, “Do you think I should say
something?” They didn’t want me to tell the teacher because she
would be so hurt because she thinks that she is so open, but they
wanted to say it. And I didn’t really know what to do with that.
I’m still not sure that I’d know what to do with that (1:45).
Nancy was particularly reflective in identifying how her perceptions of students
changed. She said teaching in Mississippi made her “less of an intellectual snob.. .1 had a
better attitude toward the children who did not achieve academically” (2:31). This shift can
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be seen in her view of two students, one in Mississippi and one in New York City.
Though she did not recall these two stories during the same interview, their similarities are
striking. She came to appreciate their everyday achievements and responsibilities.
[In Mississippi] I remember a nine year old little boy. This little
boy was so interesting. He was not very swift academically but he
had a motor mouth, and he would just talk and narrate, and he
would describe how he was driving the tractor on the farm, and I
said to myself, “Here’s a kid who in the NYC school system would
be considered academically deficient and slow and yet at the age of
nine he’s driving a tractor. I mean that was also a broadening
experience for me in terms of, I would pigeonhole people in terms
of categorizing them as slow or deficient. I see his face, but I don’t
remember his name (1:20).
[In NYC after Mississippi] I keep seeing the face of this kid in
junior high school. He was in eighth grade and it was a corrective
reading class. He could not read. But he was holding down a job
in the local store selling shoes and sneakers where he had to read
the styles and sizes, and he was a whiz!.. . He was so embarrassed
in class and he was so passive and shrunken into himself; in the
store he was like the foreman... on his turf and where he felt
comfortable and in control. I was able to appreciate him. That’s it.
I appreciated them more. Yeah! (2:32).
Sonya went back to teach school in Harlem. Before she went to Mississippi she
had taped some greetings from the New York students and she took tapes from Mississippi
students back to New York.
I was hoping that the students in New York could somehow have
the same kind of empowerment that the students in Mississippi had,
but I certainly couldn’t initiate anything like that since it wasn’t
coming from the community. There was nothing I could do about
that (1:82-83).
Though Mary returned to teaching in a predominantly White school system, like
Sally, Frieda, Lauren and Nancy, she ended up with marginalized students. She, too, had
high expectations for those students:
The first year I gave the principal, offered him a deal. I really
wanted to individualize the curriculum because I felt like that’s what
needed to be done. I said, “Give me 20 of your most difficult
children and I’ll teach them. Pick whatever kids you want. Just
limit it to 20.” I got all the behavior problems, the slow learners, the
late bloomers. I spent the summer reading the whole kids library so
I could grade them to what level, so I would know if we were doing
a unit on science what kids could read what. I did tape some
multiplication facts. I put them on tape so kids could just listen. I
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made the tapes so kids could just hear it, rotely, just to get it in their
brains. All kinds of things like that. I don’t know if these ideas
came from Mississippi. Probably they just came from my being
more interested in the job. I don’t know. You know, it’s hard to
tell where things start (1:30).
Later in her career, after her doctorate in special education, Mary was teaching at a school
for students with neurological problems.
I remember some one coming in to view the school and asking me
how many of the kids were Black, and I said, “Oh, we don’t have
any Blacks” and we went towards the school and of course there’s
this Black kid right there, and I hadn’t thought about him being
Black. I guess you can say there were some amazing changes in the
way I thought. There were actually two Black kids in the school at
that time, but it didn’t occur to me that we had a Black kid because
that’s not the way I saw them. That might have been a major
change in my thinking. (From seeing Black kids to seeing
individuals?) Right. I’m sure prior to that I would have, I mean I
knew he was Black. It wasn’t that I didn’t know he was Black. I
just didn’t think about him being Black. (He had a name and a
personality?) Yeah, and a disorder.
Gail had several examples of her perceptions of students in different jobs after
Mississippi. She taught reading in a residential job corps program in New Bedford. It was
a program sponsored by Science Research Associates, the educational subsidiary of IBM.
The program used the Mississippi model to teach, only in this instance it was the Black
students who relocated. For an intensive focus on computers, inner-city Black boys from
Harlem, Watts and Chicago were selected for this “cream-of-the-crop program for bright
students who had not been successful in school.” The program was located in an old army
base near a middle class section of town, which produced great racial tension. Gail was
one of the few local people who got involved and one of the few trained teachers. Most of
the other teachers were inexperienced, Ivy League White kids the same age as the students.
Gail’s role was to tutor and counsel 13 Black male students, ages 16-22, “all the guys who
couldn’t read.”
I let them know it was okay they didn’t read; it wasn’t their fault. I
gave them lots of emotional support. They were embarrassed trying
to hide that they couldn’t read.
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This approach was similar to her description of working with adults in Mississippi who
couldn’t read:
When I worked with adults who couldn’t read, I didn’t talk to them
in a demeaning manner. When I talked to a man who was illiterate
who wanted to leam to read, I never made him think it was his fault
that he couldn’t read (2:31).
To the students in New Bedford, she also recalls not communicating in a demeaning
manner:
I didn’t play games with them and gave direct feedback: “This is
where your skill level is. Do you want to get past it or not? You
have to decide.”
Teachers also stated how their attitudes towards parents changed because of their
experiences in Mississippi. Two were more willing to make home visits. Leah was
teaching in North Adams,
which looked like Appalachia because the mills had already begun
to die and people were deeply poor, deep deep poverty, uneducated
White people. It took me a long time to warm up to their kids and
their parents. It was only when I realized that they as working
people were oppressed too that I began to realize. But they were so
racist, their comments! ... You don’t know people until you sit
down with them in their homes. And I felt very comfortable going
into peoples’ homes after the voter registration years. You know,
“Can I talk to you? Can we sit down?” being very respectful (2:5354).
Sally taught in Harlem for about five years after the summer:
And there were other things that I tried that grew out of my
experience in Mississippi. I don't know that it was direct but...
Where I was trying to get more of the parents involved. And in
those days there would be like 3 or 10 parents at a parent-teacher
meeting. And I had the students write letters home that I dictated to
them saying, “We haven’t been very good today, and the teacher is
very annoyed with us. She would like to have a meeting in
somebody’s house. And who would offer it?” And I did do that. I
would get almost 100% of the parents to come to somebody’s
house. And I don’t remember what the outcomes were. I do
remember that they expressed what they wanted for their children
and I expressed what I was hoping they would give to their kids so
that that would improve their situation in school.
As a white person that was not a common thing. Black people did
do it all the time. They would go straight home to the mother or the
father. Then I was concerned because I didn’t know how the
principal would see it. So I went and told the principal that that’s
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what I had done. And he was a little bit concerned. Like, “Why
don’t I do it in the school?” And I said, “How many people did
you have at the last parent meeting? I think that something about the
school is not inviting.” And I had to say it in a way that it wasn’t
him. But I think some of that came as a result of my being in
Mississippi (1:46).
Frieda, too, felt more comfortable with Black parents, “more sensitive and understanding
of their backgrounds and the context of the projects, how their kids get pulled down.”
While attitudinal shifts helped teachers in their interpersonal relationships with
Black students and families in the North, the teachers also identified changes in their
educational practice that were a result of having taught in the Freedom Schools.
Pedagogical practices and/or curricular content expanded for all of the teachers.
Pedagogical Changes
Two teachers said their pedagogy changed significantly. For example, Nancy used
role plays more than she had previously in order to engage the students.
I always felt that the way history was taught in school they took an
intrinsically exciting, adventurous subject and sucked the blood out
of it and deadened it, and I think using role plays helped me
revitalize my presentation of some of these issues (1:27).
In this light, she also commented that Mississippi opened her eyes to alternative educational
methods because she learned “different things worked for different children... there is no
one correct way so that this either/or thing is just a fallacious construct” (1:29). Nancy also
identified a major shift in thinking about her social studies teaching specifically:
Prior to my involvement in Mississippi I believe I was scrupulously
careful, at least I thought I was, about presenting “an objective”
presentation of an issue. And not taking sides, so to speak or
concealing or trying not to impose my biases. That went by the
wayside in Mississippi in regard to the civil rights struggle. This
was not an unbiased... yes an impassioned issue. This was a life
and death struggle. That’s what I meant when I saw myself as an
activist teacher. I was taking a side on an issue. To what extent I
was indoctrinating, I don’t know. I certainly didn’t feel that I was
indoctrinating, but I guess that depends.
You see, I think what I was feeling subjectively (in Mississippi), if
I recall, was the need to counteract the internalization of feelings of
inferiority that were so obviously inflicted on Blacks in Mississippi
and the kids. And asserting their worth and value and trying to
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totally shatter the concept of White superiority and Black inferiority.
NO, I did not present that in “an objective” unimpassioned way
(2:15-16).
Leah also used more role plays and encouraged her Black students to use Black
English and to write about their own experiences. “I taught totally differently. I was doing
a lot more listening than talking. I was encouraging the kids to write in Black English (later
Ebonics), but I was validating all that they wrote and not correcting their grammar which
was why I got fired in October of that year”(2:50).
Gail was also fired not only for teaching without texts and about the rich but also
for her pedagogy.
I gave them a take home exam and let the students call me or each
other and use their books. I went to parties with the students where
there was alcohol. Later, the faculty told me at the end of the
semester their students could not do what my students could.
At this community college, Gail was team teaching with a psychology instructor, and they
both got “laid off’ from this federally funded project.
Curricular Changes
While numerous job changes and some career shifts have occurred in the last thirty
five years since Freedom Summer, the teachers relate changes in their teaching immediately
upon return from Mississippi and thereafter as well. The four teachers who had had some
Black history before going to Mississippi, placed an additional emphasis on Black history
and or civil rights. Three of the four went back to Harlem to teach. Nancy wrote a junior
high social studies curriculum because the Civil Rights struggle was a national issue and
there were no texts in the school system that dealt with it. “This had been a personal
interest of mine and I had read up on it, so I prepared a curriculum for the school on Black
history... Then the principal made it into a course. It was integrated into the social studies
program. I think I taught it twice a week to three or four grades” (1:13). Someone wrote
about her curriculum in the UFT newspapers which made her materials available to other
teachers. She also revamped how she taught about the Civil War no longer content with
“the pat version that was given in the textbooks.” She included more current events in her
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teaching especially what was happening in the Civil Rights movement because she “did not
cling so rigidly to the prescribed Board of Education curriculum” (1:26).
Sally likewise brought civil rights into her ninth grade English classes. She would
later do her master’s thesis on W.E.B. DuBois. As an older educator, she worked
independently with a colleague as a curriculum developer and wrote K-12 materials for civil
rights, women’s history, and world cultures.
Sonya returned to Harlem to teach, but soon entered a doctoral program and later
became a faculty member at a mid-western university from which she recently retired.
There she addressed many issues in her literature courses: racism, sexism, classism, antiSemitism and homophobia. She would choose autobiographies, for example, “to introduce
students to aspects of culture they would not know... to give them a wider vision...
feeling more compassion for people unlike yourself which is very much absent in the
Midwest” (1: 96-99). In the spring of 1998, she developed an interdisciplinary course on
the 60s: the fifties as a prelude, the laws, the movement and the genesis of SNCC, and the
women’s movement. “There tends to be in the Midwest a sense on the part of most people
that there’s no problem anymore. And so I was always puncturing that... they at least
expressed to me in their final comments that they had learned a lot, that they benefited from
the struggles of others. I said, ‘you don’t owe anybody, you just owe the next
generation’” (1:117-118).
When Peg returned from Mississippi, she too, began to focus on civil rights. She
wrote a play. Set On Freedom, which was later used by high school teachers to teach about
Black history and the Civil Rights movement. As an adjunct faculty member, she would
bring Black literature into her courses, as did Dale and Leah. Leah also wrote a unit on
Black history for a January course when her institution sponsored her to return to a SNCC
reunion in 1980.
For those teachers who had not been exposed to Black history/literature before the
summer, Mississippi influenced the curriculum they developed in other ways. Teaching in

Chicago in a predominately Mexican American community and later in the Virgin Islands,
Lauren always tried to bring the students’ background into the curriculum though it meant
she had to design lessons to do so. In St. Thomas, for example, she had students write
most of the books they used. The younger students would dictate most of their stories to
the older students who wrote them down, and these stories became the basis for other
lessons.
Gail took an alternative approach to curriculum at Bristol Community College
where she taught as an adjunct instructor in the New Careers Program, a program to get
minorities off welfare and into school to develop their skills. For the year that she taught
there her approach caused controversy:
I refused to use a text, and the sociology department didn’t get it.
They changed the text, and I still didn’t use one. We were not
going to study the poor. They were poor. They didn’t need a
middle-class analysis of their lives. We read all about the rich and
how they got rich and what they do with their kids. I used The
Power Elite, describing the ruling class. It was political.
With Freedom School behind them, these teachers’ classrooms in the North
became a place where the system was challenged in many of the same ways Freedom
Schools were designed to challenge. Incorporating Black history and an analysis of the
power structure in the U.S. as well as engaging students through personal connections,
role plays, and a focus on their own lives, the teachers infused their teaching practices with
lessons learned in Mississippi. They benefited from the vision of SNCC that education and
educators could contribute to social change, but that vision has yet to be realized on a broad
scale. Without the context of the Civil Rights Movement, the teachers were limited by the
traditional systems in which they taught, yet they did not limit themselves to only
classroom activism. They continued to respond to the larger issues of the day though in
different ways.
Political Activism after Mississippi
Activism continued for all but one of these teachers. After Mississippi, Dale did not
consider herself an activist: “I really don’t know how to put my Mississippi experience into
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my life.” Dale’s dilemma is unique in this sample of teachers who taught in the Freedom
Schools. Among the other eleven, four people stayed involved with Mississippi activities
right after they returned to the North, and three people today are connected to on-going civil
rights projects in Mississippi. Eight of the teachers became involved in the anti-war
movement. The two who became involved in the women’s movement were the only ones
to mention a more recent concern for gay rights.
Activism Connected to Mississippi
Though people returned North, many of the teachers stayed involved with activities
tied to their Mississippi experience. Nancy, who had organized through the Union to go to
Prince Edward County in 1963 and Mississippi in 1964, continued to organize through the
Union after she returned. She helped to run an ‘Adopt a Freedom School’ campaign where
local New York schools made connections with Mississippi Freedom Schools and
supported them with money and books. This campaign would also be nationwide through
the American Federation of Teachers.
Upon her return, Peg started to organize church groups to support a book drive for
a library in the rural area where she had taught because there was no Black library and no
access to any library. Before she completed this task, she also had to raise money to
rebuild the community building to house the library because it was burned down shortly
after she left. As part of her fundraising effort, she also wrote a one-act play, Set On
Freedom, which portrayed her rural Freedom School and the harassment that occurred in
the community. After a performance by Bates College students, some high school
teachers used the play with their students. The play concludes with the person in the
Freedom School teacher’s role making the following appeal:
That was our Freedom School. On August 11, 1964, just three
weeks after it began, the school was burned to the ground. The
building, the books and supplies that were in it, all burned — but
more than that ~ the hope of the Negro community to have their
first library, which we were going to start together in the school
building, seemed ended. Some of us have decided that this hope
should not end. That the people who burned the building cannot be
allowed to win. So we are trying to raise the $3,000 needed to
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rebuild the building — complete with book shelves and donated
books. We hope that you will help in any way you can.
Peg raised enough money to rebuild the community center, made out of brick this time, and
she was able to stock the center with books. She also took quick action to get help for the
Mississippi family who continued to be harassed after she left. When they wrote to her
about what was happening, she contacted people in Washington. The family later wrote
that some White people came around and told the locals to stop. She corresponded with
her friends in Mississippi for many years, but over time has lost contact.
Gail, who had seen the depths of poverty in some of her voter registration work,
launched a food drive and raised money to give support to people in Mississippi:
In the summer we saw it (poverty) but we didn’t know what to do
with it. Back in the fall, we started doing these things, recruiting
food I got some kind of truck out of New Bedford. I had people up
here that I was poking for money and stuff like that (2:37).
Two people were involved in bringing Mississippi youth North to school, and they
expressed different views with regard to this extension of Mississippi activism. Peg helped
one of the children from her Mississippi family attend a business college in Vermont where
he got all A’s, much to her glee, for the school was concerned at the outset that “he didn’t
have the right credentials.” Ten years ago Peg was listening to a radio program that came
out of Mississippi, and this former student was the head of the radio station in Jackson.
Leah, in contrast, strongly disagreed with bringing young people North:
We did horrible things. We sent them up North, got them
scholarships and places to stay in White homes but we isolated them
from their communities. Some were so bright and eager to learn.
We didn’t follow up enough; we didn’t take care of them (1:3).
Some SNCC workers, however, challenged her view. “Don’t tell them White schools
aren’t good. You have what White schools offer! You’ve got it! Let them decide” (1:3).
Today, Alex and Gail are involved with an oral history project for northern
Mississippi. They are collaborating with former Freedom School students and
interviewing Black civil rights activists from the 1960s to record the movement activities
around Holly Springs. Rust College will serve as the site of the archive. Gail is
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coordinating with similar projects at USM and Tougaloo. In 1994, from her continued
connections in Mississippi, Alex was invited to be on a panel to speak about Freedom
Schools at a Fannie Lou Hamer Conference at Jackson State.
Sonya, too, maintained contacts in Mississippi. In 1972, the Supreme Court case
about her arrest in 1964 was settled out of court. She donated the proceeds ($13,000) to the
Southern Conference Education Fund earmarked for movement people for “the
development of their skills.” In the early 70s three students were named as specific
recipients, two of whom were the children of Ellie Dahmer. Dennis was in pre-med. at
USM and Bettie was in pre-law at USM. Their father, a civil rights leader, was killed
when night riders bombed his home and grocery store in January 1966. The third recipient
was Jimmella Stokes, who studied for a master’s in social work at Yeshiva University.
She had been one of the students in the library protest and Kress lunch counter incident in
Hattiesburg which preceded Sonya’s arrest. Sonya sued Kress for denial of her civil rights
and for conspiracy in the arrest.
Sonya has maintained contact with friends in Mississippi over the years. Until the
death of Mrs. Addie Mae Jackson, the woman who welcomed Sonya into her home in
1964, Sonya called her every Christmas and 4th of July. Sonya also brought her daughter
on one of her return visits to Mississippi to meet Mrs. Jackson and others. In 1990 at the
northern university where Sonya taught, she sponsored an annual essay contest giving a
prize in honor of Mrs. Jackson for the best essay written by a first-year student. In
October 1999, Sonya spoke about the Freedom Schools at a librarian’s conference at the
invitation of a librarian from the University of Southern Mississippi.
Civil Rights Activism in Northern Cities
After the summer of 1964, at the suggestion of SNCC, Lauren went to Chicago
where she worked with a youth group at a Black Mennonite Church on the near west side.
“It was really enlightening to learn that Chicago had as serious problems as Mississippi,
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just different.” The youth group, high school and college students, were angry. Her role
was to help encourage them to get an education and to talk with them to help them “see that
someone was really interested in them:”
There was a huge amount of distrust and dislike of Whites among
northern Blacks. Their prospects were not good unless the young
people could overcome their race prejudice and trust society in
general and take advantage of the opportunity that they really did
have because opportunities were becoming more open.
She worked with the youth groups there for two years and then went into Chicago schools
as a teacher.
The teachers from New York had been recruited and supported by the Union, and
they continued with civil rights activism through the Union. After they returned from
Mississippi, they organized a subgroup called, Teachers Against Racism. Nancy and Leah
remember opposing S hanker. Leah involved her high school seniors by taking a trip to the
union and speaking with Shanker and speaking in front of the union about how racist the
union was. This was in response to some racist actions before Oceanhill Brownsville,
which became a bigger conflict.
In 1968 when the Oceanhill Brownsville conflict arose over community control of
the schools, all of the former Freedom School teachers teaching in New York City at the
time crossed the picket line in support of the African American parents. All five
acknowledged that having been in Mississippi they clearly saw racism as it manifested to
squelch the concerns of the African American parents. For three of the teachers
interviewed, their decision was clear-cut: to protest the racism of the union position. Sally
recalled,
They had a picket line in front of my school. And I walked through
the picket line. The principal felt for me because he knew what was
going to happen. He wouldn’t give me a class to teach when I went
in. He said, “You’re gonna regret this.” And I said, “No, I’m not
gonna regret this.” I mean he knew I was a passionate teacher and
that my heart was in the right place. But on principle, I was going
in. The teachers were really angry with me when school started
back (1:50-51).
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Dale recalled mostly support: “I got involved and crossed the picket line. We had lots of
parents behind us. We had a Freedom School in the school.” Leah stated, “We were loyal
union members who were saying, ‘You can’t behave this way; this was a racist action’”
(2:56). Nancy was also clear about her stance against the union’s racism, but she came
from a different background than the other four. Her decision to cross the picket line was
more complex:
I felt very strongly about community control. At the time I felt like
the paramount issue was the energy and vitality of the Black
community being involved and concerned and activated around the
issue of their children’s education. Having seen Black control in
Prince Edward county, the assertion of it in Mississippi.. .that’s
where my sympathies were. All the people who had been in
Mississippi crossed. Perhaps our allegiance was emotionally
prompted by our identification with the Black struggle. Maybe we
just could not turn our back upon it, and the corruption and
negativity had not fully bloomed at that time.
I saw it as a failure on the part of the union to avoid the split
between Black and White and more specifically between the Black
and Jewish professional staff. Although in the heat of battle this
wasn’t clear. They projected the vocabulary of unionism and due
process and all the good things that the labor struggles had
previously shed blood to obtain. My whole upbringing was trade
unionist. I remember crossing that picket line. It was a trauma, the
likes of which I had not experienced previous to that because in my
social conditioning, a picket line was sacred. You NEVER cross. I
mean SACRED, the way religious people have whatever’s sacred
to them. You don’t profane it. It was a gut wrenching, a gut
wrenching thing\ I felt it physically. I felt my skin crawling and
my stomach tightening.

(Afterwards) I wasn’t a new teacher, and I think people were very
angry at me because I was very much involved in organizing the
Union at my school, and then I had been to Prince Edward County
and to Mississippi, so there was this image of me as being a good
guy, so to speak. Someone who had principles that were respected.
They were very angry at me for not being with them on the picket
line. . . I didn’t leave the Union. I continued to pay dues, but I was
no longer a Union activist (2:5-8).
Activism in National Movements
While teachers continued to draw on what they had learned in Mississippi in the
changing relationships to the Black struggle in the ‘60s, they were also engaged with other
issues that emerged after the summer of ‘64. All of these teachers interviewed took varying

degrees of action against the war. In New York City Nancy and Sonya again took
leadership roles and organized Teachers Against the War. Leah also became active in this
group. They took out an ad in the New York Times with a lot of signatures, organized
marches for D.C., sponsored educational events, and pushed the Union to take a stand
against the War. Sally, Frieda, and Dale also involved themselves in these New York
protests.
In New Bedford, Gail counseled draftees for the American Friends Service
Committee and helped young men get to Canada, in response to which the FBI investigated
her. In Maine, Peg marched against the war and met with state senators and representatives
to protest.
Sonya and Peg were active in the Women’s movement. Peg marched and got
petitions signed and continues today investigating women’s history. Sonya acknowledged
that both her civil rights activism and anti-war activism led her to the women’s movement:
Both movements had been led by men, and at some point, and this
was organic, it was something that happened to all women. We just
made it at some point click. It was evolving, and I was evolving
until I became a feminist and decided I wanted to have a career, I
don’t want to be simply an activist on behalf of others. I’ve got to
have something that is mine, my own. Not just in the service of a
cause. That’s when I decided to go to graduate school and get a
doctorate, become an academic. I also decided to adopt a child and
decided to create my own life. I believe it’s very important to be
connected to something besides yourself, but I also believe it’s
important to have something that nourishes you (1:88-89).
Only Peg and Sonya commented on activism in support of gay rights. Peg attended
marches. Sonya found this challenge among her students in the classroom and in her
church community, where she challenged anti-gay attitudes. In her college teaching, she
taught not only about race and racism but also about issues of sexism, classism, antiSemitism, and homophobia.
Advice to Today’s Teachers
At the outset of this study, I wanted to know how the experience of the Freedom
Schools influenced the practice of these northern White women teachers. Since I currently
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train teachers, most of whom are White women graduate students, I asked each Freedom
School teacher what advice they would have for today’s teachers working in interracial
settings. The question sparked some different thoughts from these twelve women, and one
common theme emerged. The teachers said, quite simply, that it is essential to know more
about other people and other cultures, preferably through personal contact and/or through
the study of other groups’ experiences. Along with this advice to reach out to learn more
about others, “taking them seriously as equals,” was another message, to look inward.
“Develop yourself first as a more culturally aware person and understand your own bias.”
The Freedom School teachers learned these lessons in Mississippi. Their
relationships with Black students and the Black community changed them profoundly.
Their personal and professional growth came about because they left the comfort of their
own schools and communities and entered the world of the students. They became
stronger women and better teachers because they did so.
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CHAPTER 6
FREEDOM TEACHERS REVISITED

The Political Context of Education. 1860s and 1960s
In two centuries White women teachers went South to contribute to the education
of African American people. During Reconstruction and later during the Civil Rights
Movement of the 1960s, also known as the second Reconstruction, White northern
teachers took risks when they joined African Americans and worked in the South. Disease
and poverty were all too familiar to African Americans due to economic deprivation rooted
in slavery and Jim Crow. In each period, nevertheless, there was a small and growing
middle class among Blacks in the South. Class differences notwithstanding, a long history
of violence and threats of violence against Blacks created common fears as northern Whites
and Blacks worked, and in some instances, died together at the hands of southern Whites.
One main difference is that in the 1860s the presence of Union troops and northern officials
offered protection against the confederates, military and civilian alike, and at times there
needed to be protection against northern opportunists and some of the military personnel as
well. Northern protection would disappear when the Union troops withdrew and
Reconstruction ended. In the 1960s, in contrast, there was little protection from local or
national law enforcement or political leaders. In Mississippi, for example, the officials
were often the perpetrators of violence and/or the protectors of those perpetrators. Thus,
100 years after the Civil War it was more dangerous to challenge the status quo in the
South than it had been during the short period of the first Reconstruction. In neither
period, however, was the work safe or easy.
Three questions framed this study. 1) Why would northern White women
teachers, in two historic periods, willingly place themselves on the front lines of such
turmoil? 2) What did they experience and learn? 3) What can we learn from them?
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Motivations Mr Going South
While I compare and contrast the White women teachers in these two time periods,
the limited number of available written and oral narratives makes it inappropriate to
generalize beyond these women’s experiences. Among these subjects, however, themes
emerge. The four Reconstruction diaries and the narratives of the twelve women who
went to Mississippi in 1964 show a range of motivations for the teachers’ actions. Though
I explore specific motivating forces, they often overlap, for each teacher’s motivations were
multifaceted and rooted in their identity as women as much as in their role as teachers.
Political and/or religious belief systems, a desire to help, and self interest weave a complex
tapestry. After exploring these themes, I will discuss how the teachers viewed the
profession and related to it.
Belief Systems. In both the first and second Reconstructions, teachers placed
themselves as individuals within a larger belief system which motivated them to act. In the
1860s religious beliefs and patriotic fervor propelled teachers to act against the sin of
slavery. In their role as teachers they were serving their God and their nation as well as the
freed men, women and children. In this sense, religion and politics were fused. The
teachers played their prescribed role as women to be self-sacrificing in the interests of
teaching morality and loyalty (Brenzel, 1983, p. 3) to the newly freed, yet they also
stepped out of their familiar surroundings to do so. In 1964, the twelve northern White
women in this study also left their familiar surroundings. In the the decision-making to go
to Mississippi, only one of the teachers specifically mentioned religious motivation, and her
interpretation of Christianity strongly emphasized how you should treat people as opposed
to a strong adherence to religious doctrine. All of the teachers, however, talked about
values of fairness and equality associated with democratic ideals. For the three teachers
who grew up in families where the parents had been immigrants, the democratic rhetoric of

the nation resonated particularly with their family circumstances. The Freedom School
teachers, like the 1860s teachers in this study, had a personal commitment to a national
ideal.
While the 1960s cohort appears to be less religious in their motivations to go South,
religious teachings, as opposed to church or temple affiliation, may be an underpinning of
their democratic ideals. Among the six women who identified as Jews, their group history
informed the way they looked at the world. They described values of fairness learned in
childhood as well as political constructs of equality and justice which had a moral
imperative early in their lives. Among the other six women in my 1964 cohort, only Sonya
as noted identified Christian teachings as a guiding principle for her actions. Mary noted
her Christian background because she knew Jews often acted for social justice, and she felt
Christians should be doing some of this work as well. While social justice is a dominant
teaching in Judaism and can be claimed as central to Christianity by those inclined to do so,
the secular nature of the term social justice may actually overlook religious teaching that
supports it.
It should be noted that the role of religion is complicated in both centuries.
Organized religion has fallen far short of applying religious doctrine to racial justice.
Churches in the South certainly colluded with the slave system, and many churches in the
North did not take a stand against this brutal system either. Even the Quakers, some of
whom did advocate for abolitionism, were not united in this effort. Likewise, when the
AMA formed in 1846, it was to urge Christian missionaries to make abolitionism more
central to their work than it had been in the past. In the 1960s, while a few White ministers
were active in the civil rights movement, most southern White churches and many northern
White churches were not. Black churches, on the other hand, played a significantly
different role.
In the South in the 1960s religion was central to the civil rights movement. Black
churches were more of a community institution in the South, and Black ministers were
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leaders in the movement. For many of the southern White women who were involved with
SNCC, there were also clear religious affiliations as daughters of ministers or as activists in
campus religious groups that had preceded their involvement with SNCC. Furthermore,
the movement’s emphasis on non-violence had religious roots. For many of the long-term
activists in SNCC, the movement itself became a religion (Strickland, 1999). Northerners
thus joined a movement infused with a religious spirit. The merging of a religious vision
and a political ideal became apparent in the freedom songs. Through the music, religious
ritual and political ideals in the Black South came together with the political and moral
values of the northern teachers in their common search for justice.
A Desire to Help. In both centuries the intention of the White teachers to help
African Americans was twofold. Teachers wanted to challenge the political oppression of
Blacks and teach to counteract its force, one manifestation of which was limited educational
opportunity. In the 1860s the teachers thought their role was to “uplift” the newly freed as
they moved out of slavery, which supposedly had damaged their character. In so doing,
the teachers were educating the freed people for citizenship. Northern White male
educators and philanthropists set this agenda, and White women teachers embraced it. In
1964, the professional teachers entered into a more complex educational situation in the
South. While there was a small middle class among Blacks in Mississippi and many Black
students were literate, educational progress in the state was abysmal for both Blacks and
Whites with Black education receiving far less support. The northern teachers therefore
went South with a view towards educational uplift expressed by the Union recruitment ads
in traditional remedial terms. SNCC, however, had designed the Freedom Schools as a
political organizing tool. While the Freedom School teachers did support the political
goals of SNCC and used some of the curricular materials SNCC provided, their teaching
efforts over the summer were by and large traditionally academic endeavors: reading,
writing, and extracurricular activities. In 100 years the shift from character uplift to
educational uplift still kept Whites in a dominant role. Some of the Freedom School
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teachers, nevertheless, were able to shift gears once they got to Mississippi, and the twelve
women in this study may be representative of the larger group of White volunteers. All of
them embraced the goals of SNCC. Some willingly followed Black leadership, such as the
group in Holly Springs, while others did not. Some of the teachers were on their own in
the Freedom Schools; in such instances, there was no leadership issue.
Personal Reasons. Besides wanting to help, a few White women teachers in both
centuries went for personal reasons. In the 1860s many women went with friends or for
adventure. Ellen Murray went South with her friend Laura Towne. In her retrospective of
forty eight years, Lura Beam in 1967 acknowledged she went South “not entirely for the
Negro... it was that journey within the self that youth makes only once” (1967, p. 229).
Jones (1992) has documented that teachers were both self-sacrificing and self-serving as
going South offered them adventure and opportunity they did not have in the North. In the
1964 cohort, individual motivations also overlapped with values of fairness and a desire to
help. Sally said she went because personally she was “searching.” She was somewhat of
a loner, and she went to learn about what was going on in the South. Leah was coming
out of rejection from the Peace Corps and a divorce. Alex, Robin and Dale went because
of friends who were there, and the union organized a cohort, many of whom were friends.
Three of the union teachers in this study had been together in Prince Edward County the
summer before, and two had led the union effort to go South the summer before. Peg went
because her daughter challenged her to act out her parental teachings. Clearly individual
situations and relationships influenced the teachers to take the step to join SNCC in
Mississippi.
Personal reasons not only motivated White women to go South but also influenced
their experience of personal fulfillment. In the narratives from the 1860s, the teachers write
about the importance of their work in the South and the personal satisfaction that came from
being so engaged. Laura Towne, for example, stayed in the South for life. She felt needed
as a doctor, became a superintendent of southern schools in her area, owned her own
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home, and carved out a life with her companion Ellen Murray. Laura Towne had status,
independence, and work that would not have been available to her in the North, and she
had the respect and devotion of the Black people whom she served (Forten, 1988). She
remarked, “It’s good to be here where you are needed.” She also adds a touch of vanity
when she remarks how successful her doctoring is (1912, p. 40). She joyfully experiences
independence: “I can go wherever I please, whenever I please.“ Sarah Jane Foster wrote,
“I am in love with my work!” She took great comfort in the success of her school. Even
when officials forced her to relocate because of her close social relationships with Black
people, she returned to the South for another tenure in a different location. Elizabeth
Botume described her classroom as “sacred” space, and her long tenure was due to the
satisfaction she got from her work. Like Towne and Foster, she, too, was outspoken and
independent. Professional fulfillment gave these women great personal satisfaction.
In the 1964 cohort, teachers also talked about their growth in different ways.
Sonya learned she had courage. Peg, Mary, Sally and Frieda talked about learning to
speak in public and to take a stand. All twelve conquered fear. Nancy related learning
more than she felt she contributed. She experienced a return to her activist roots and a
revitalization of her teaching. Gail, too, gained greater confidence in her skills as a teacher.
Alex, Leah and Nancy came away with a much greater appreciation for individual student
strengths other than just academic skills. All of the teachers varied their curriculum more
and included Black history. It is worth noting that Nancy and Sally said they gained a
certain standing among their peers because they had gone to Mississippi, though this
prestige would be lost when they supported the Black parents in the 1968 OceanhillBrownsville dispute. In both centuries teaching African Americans in the South provided
opportunities for personal and professional growth that had not been previously
experienced by these White women in the North.
The Role of Teacher as a Motivating Force. Though the teachers in both periods
describe profound personal and professional experiences in the South, they did not go
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because they were teachers. Rather, they felt called as people with religious beliefs and/or

democratic ideals to act on their values given the injustice they were witnessing. Teaching
then was their vehicle for acting; it was not their primary motivation. In the 1860s, for
example, teachers were socialized into the role of teacher as defined by the role for women
to be a moral, religious force in rearing children (Preston, 1991). Teaching in the South
gave White women an opportunity for independence and adventure as well as the
opportunity to help and therein act out their religious values and beliefs while staying in
women’s traditional role (Jones 1992). The teachers from the 1860s clearly loved their
work in the South. They were single, independent, outspoken and adventurous with
strong religious values. What is not clear, however, is had these women had more
opportunity for leadership, independence and adventure as single women in the North,
would they have gone South?
In 1964, teaching was, once again, the primary vehicle for the professional teachers
to go South through the teachers union. McAdam (1988) noted in his study of Freedom
Summer volunteers that the teachers, a category which included both professional teachers
and education majors, were the least political of the volunteers who went to Mississippi.
Before the summer of 1964, there had been opportunities for northern Whites to become
freedom riders and to participate in other forms of direct action. Among the twelve women
in the 1960s cohort, only Dale had gone South as a freedom rider, and she went “on an
impulse” with Black friends. Three of the Freedom School teachers had gone to Prince
Edward County, VA the summer before to teach Black students who had been denied
schooling after the Brown decision in 1954. Working in middle class Black communities
out of the way of danger, the summer of 1963 was far different from what awaited them in
Mississippi. Women’s traditional role as teacher, then, may have been the most accessible
route for these professional White women to act on their deeply held beliefs and venture
South. This observation may explain the emphasis the teachers placed on their values as
motivating forces to respond to the injustice in the South. Gail, for example, had been
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looking for a way to become involved in the civil rights movement. She described her
immediate reaction to learning about the need for teachers in the Freedom Schools: “That’s
it! I can do that!! That’s me!” The same question emerges as in the 1860s: If there had
not been a role for teachers would these women have gone to Mississippi?

In both centuries, nevertheless, teaching was the route these White women took to
go South. With more information from the interviews than interrogated historical
narratives, the data from 1964 reveals subjects’ mixed feelings about the teaching
profession. Without many career options for women at that time, nine of the twelve
teachers who went to Mississippi had not wanted to become classroom teachers. Robin did
not want to have to discipline children so she became a reading specialist. Peg did not want
to teach because her image of teaching was lecturing. She enjoyed tutoring college
freshmen because of the dialogue she could have with them, an approach which she later
found very similar to the Freedom School pedagogy. Sally simply needed a job and did
not know what else to do. Dale and Frieda loved the arts, and teaching was a way they
could bring this interest into a job. Lauren had wanted to be a scientist, but in college she
broadened her study to liberal arts; after that teaching was one of the few options that made
sense. Mary wanted to be a psychiatrist but knew that medical school was not an option
financially. She changed from a secretarial course in college to teacher education, though
she would like to have been a social worker had she known about this job at that time.
Sonya found being a secretary unfulfilling. Because she hated it, she wasn’t good at it,
and she got fired. “So I became a teacher because it made sense. At least you were doing
something of value. I had liked being a student and thought the work was worthwhile.”
Alex had decided she not want to pursue a doctorate in intellectual history so she would try
teaching but considered herself “a bit of a dilettante.” Leah definitely saw herself as a
teacher for she loved subject matter and, unlike Sonya and Alex, she also wanted to teach.
Though both Nancy and Gail loved kids and saw themselves as teachers, Nancy, radical as
a youth, had secretly wanted to be a spy. Gail became a teacher because she knew it would
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help her as a future mother. None of these twelve teachers saw teaching as an opportunity
or platform for activism when they entered their careers as teachers.
Many of these teachers were critical of the educational system in the North even
before they went to Mississippi. Gail, for example, could not get help for two of her
students with special needs, so she struck out on her own, making alliances with parents to
advocate for their children long before parent partnerships were an organizing principle in
schools as they are today. In addition, Gail was challenged by her principal when the first
graders in her class did not make the traditional Thanksgiving decorations. Sonya
challenged her White male department head in NYC for “dumbing down” the curriculum
for the students of color and for his advocacy of “hiding out” in Harlem schools and not
having to be accountable. Alex, too felt, frustrated by her peers in the midwest, for she did
not find these teachers interested in ideas or current events. Mary challenged her peers’
racism but she did not feel successful in doing so. Having returned from teaching
integrated military schools overseas, she was astounded at the racism when her school on
Long Island was integrated for the first time. Leah continued her college activism by
challenging her high school students with literature that analyzed racism in the IJ.S. and
South Africa, actions which made her stand out from her peers. Sally felt frustrated as a
new teacher because she was hired with no training and then was “excessed” from her first
teaching assignment because she did not perform well. For these different reasons, many
of the teachers who went to Mississippi were quite discontented with schools as they knew
them, and most of them did not enter teaching with any degree of passion for the
profession.
Lessons Learned Again and Again
In both time periods, White women teachers had their stereotypes challenged by
living in African American communities in the South. For example, the teachers’ views of
Black women changed. Northern White teachers observed the strength of Black women
during Reconstruction. Likewise, in 1964, most of the contact the White teachers had with
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the Black families who welcomed them was through the women, and the teachers
commented on the strength of Black women. Like the White women teachers in the 1860s
they learned of Black women’s strong support of their families against all odds and their
capacity to operate in the public sphere. In the 1860s, Black women navigated the post¬
war chaos to reunite their family members and supported them by their jobs. In 1964,
Black women in SNCC and many in the local communities not only helped support their
families but also navigated the political terrain at great risk. Even housing a Freedom
School teacher was a risk the northern teachers did not appreciate at first.
A second stereotype also fell by the wayside. In both time periods, White teachers
offered frequent testimony to how motivated Black people were to leam. Their surprise at
such findings reveals the extent to which stereotypes had shaped their thinking. Sarah Jane
Foster commented, “The united testimony from all our schools, is that color is no barrier to
progress” (1990, p. 96). Laura Towne more emotionally describes her students:
Our school is a delight. It rained one day last week, but through the
pelting showers came nearly every blessed child. Some of them walk
six miles and back, besides doing their task of cotton-picking. Their
steady eagerness to learn is just something amazing. To be deprived
of a lesson is a severe punishment. “I got no reading to-day,” or no
writing, or no sums, is cause for bitter tears. This race is going to
rise. It is biding its time (1912, p. 281).
One hundred years later, the Freedom School teachers would have similar experiences even
though attendance at Freedom Schools was erratic. Nancy recalled how motivated the
adults were: “It was such a joy to teach them!” Peg commented on how eager the students
were to read the books she had brought. Leah had a vivid memory of repeated sessions
with interested students pouring over Freedom School materials. Sally noted how eager
the students were to practice speaking French and how they persisted to meet this goal.
More important than any of the Freedom School teachers’ observations, however, were the
demands for better schools the students themselves made in their written declarations
protesting their inferior education.
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In addition to seeing the students’ desire to learn, from living in the Black
community teachers in both centuries saw the centrality of the church in African American
culture. During Reconstruction, some educators learned this by trying unsuccessfully to
lure African Americans away from their own religious congregations. Sarah Jane Foster,
Laura Towne, Elizabeth Botume and Lura Beam were able to develop an appreciation for
the importance of the Black church. Lura Beam stated, “I began to see that I could
understand the schoolroom better in the church” (1967, p. 9).

In 1964, the teachers also

attended Black churches and learned to see the importance of its place in the life of the
community. Like Lura Beam, Nancy acknowledged that when she saw the students in
church, she had a different impression:
Among many of the teenagers, a quality of timidity.. .a lack of
making eye contact. . .of hesitancy.. .a lack of self assertiveness
(pause). It’s interesting though, I’m thinking of one time when we
went over to the church that the kids, I forget what they were having.
It was some kind of exhibition, and it was on their turf. The
difference in their demeanor was palpable! Again in the posture, in the
body language, in the tone of voice.. .the projection... a quality of
self-confidence. They felt safe (2: 16-17).
Similarly teachers today are still learning this lesson, and we must ask why. In
May 2000 a White woman in a teacher preparation course on racism in education noted the
importance of her attending an African American church service:
What impacted me a great deal this semester was the community event
I attended at an African American church. It made me tmly realize
what it might be like to be a minority by recognizing all the fears and
emotions I experienced prior to the event (fear, anxiety). I believe that
by actually attending the event, not just reading about things in texts,
etc. I am more aware of African American expression. The people in
the church were very open with their feelings and emotions as several
people cried during the sermon and songs and several yelled out in
agreement as to what the minister was saying at times during the
service. Because of this, I will now be better able to understand the
reasons why some of my future Black students may yell out answers,
opinions or be very emotional, and I will not assume they are just mis¬
behaving. I now know more about their culture. I thought this
experience/assignment was invaluable to me. Prior to attending the
community event, I felt a lot of fear and anxiety, but once inside, I felt
at ease. The members of the church were very welcoming and nice,
and I felt great.
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Experiences such as this one may help teachers begin to learn about their students’
lives from direct contact in the students’ community. More importantly such a brief
encounter may help teachers begin to appreciate what they do not know. On a large scale,
however, White teachers are not having immersion experiences like the teachers who went
South in the 1860s and 1960s. These immersion experiences helped the teachers gain a
much deeper understanding of the culture and strengths of Black people as well as the
barriers students and families faced.
The White teachers in the 1860s and in the 1960s learned about systemic
oppression: racial, economic and educational. In both centuries teachers came to
understand that political power was not on the side of the oppressed. In the 1860s Laura
Towne, Elizabeth Botume and Sarah Jane Foster were dismayed by the way they had to
counteract the northerners’ biased actions as well as southern hostility. In 1964, two of the
teachers said they learned to “see through Black eyes” and while others did not use this
phrase, they also described learning about the economic and political oppression of the
White power structure in Mississippi and the nation. Having a new or deeper analysis of
oppression, the White teachers in 1964 returned to the North with an increased capacity to
relate to Black students and families. They became advocates for kids in schools to a much
greater degree as they understood the systemic obstacles.
While the White teachers learned about African American culture and oppression,
they also confronted their own identities. From the twelve interviews for my 1964 cohort
there is more data about what the teachers learned about themselves than there is for the
1860s cohort. Though these Freedom School teachers were only scheduled to be in
Mississippi for four to eight weeks, four of the women stayed beyond the summer: one
for four months, two for nine months, and one for another year. In the cross-cultural
literature, reentry to the home culture is often more severe for those who were more
involved in the culture they visited. In the case of Freedom Summer, this cross-cultural

246

experience was compounded by the fear that resulted from the dangers of the setting and
from interracial bonds that changed the way the teachers thought about themselves and
others.
Among the four teachers who stayed beyond the summer, two noted difficult
periods of reentry which eased over time. Both recalled returning home and withdrawing
and not talking much to anyone, “watching a lot of TV and vegging out.” Mary felt she
had probably been depressed the summer she returned. Alex’s reentry to her Chicago
home was mediated by return trips to Mississippi, and she also recalled having only Black
friends during that period. Both Mary and Alex felt their discomfort eased after a year or
so. Leah and Gail had major identity crises when they returned home. Like Mary and
Alex, they did not know how to relate to White people. More seriously, they were
confused about who they were.
Gail literally withdrew into her own home for several months after her return from
Mississippi. She recalled being afraid to see the police, as did Peg and Frieda, two
volunteers who stayed only for the summer. Gail also was unable to relate to anyone,
especially her family and her husband.

She described herself having post traumatic

stress, though it is not clear if the clinical definition would apply. Her stress was severe,
nevertheless. In Mississippi, Gail had become one of the activists working against
southern White people. Returning home, she was one of the White people but she couldn’t
relate to them, and they couldn’t understand what she had been through. Her sense of
isolation was intense.
Leah similarly described severe stress when she moved to Vermont after returning
to New York City from Mississippi. New York City had been a buffer as she was able to
connect to the Black community and other Mississippi Freedom School teachers, but
Vermont had neither option. Leah did not know how to relate to White people in Vermont.
She talked about her extended year in Mississippi where she was the only White person in
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a Black community. She thought she had become someone other than who she was and
then found, “I had to reconstruct my white identity.” It was a painful process.
Though these two teachers describe their extreme personal identity stress, all four
said that they felt isolated after leaving Mississippi. Having been part of a successful
movement effort in Holly Springs, Alex, Gail and Mary especially experienced a great
loss. Though they have stayed in touch with each other ever since, at the time of their
return they were no longer part of a group, united in a righteous cause by an outside force
that threatened them.
Implications for Teacher Preparation
In both the first and second periods of Reconstruction, teachers were unprepared
for what they would encounter in the classroom, in the culture of the students and their
families, and in the local communities. Because teachers went South in both time periods
with little orientation to the task at hand, they displayed similar inadequacies. There was
little awareness of the history, culture and severity of the conditions under which Black
people lived. There was little appreciation of the importance of religion as a base for
community norms and there was little knowledge of community strengths. Furthermore, in
both time periods, Northern Whites in general had little awareness of their own
ethnocentrism and racism.
Teachers today are in similar circumstances to the freedom teachers of the past.
Given the increasing diversity in the population of the United States, teachers face similar
challenges of teaching across racial and cultural divides without being fully prepared to
address the diversity present in classrooms Poor students and students of color, as in the
past, are still underserved in our nation’s schools (Nieto, 1996; Banks, 2001; Delpit,
1995). Based on their own experiences, the Freedom School teachers offered some advice
to today’s teachers to address the complexity of the classroom. “Know more about others.
Understand yourself as a cultural being and monitor the biases you have been taught.” The
current literature for teacher preparation incorporates similar views and extends them to
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include understanding the role of culture in learning. Sonia Nieto (1996) identifies the need
for teachers to become multicultural people in order to become multicultural teachers. Nieto
and other theorists also emphasize the need for White teachers to understand and probe
their practice for manifestations of racism (Banks, 2001; Tatum, 1994; Delpit, 1995;
Howard, 1999). These goals reflect the same theme of learning about culture and
oppression that ran throughout the lessons the Freedom School teachers learned in
Mississippi. Teachers in the 1860s and 1960s had an immersion experience which allowed
for this learning to occur.
In each century what teachers brought to their teaching and living in African
American communities in some ways determined what they saw. For example, with
religion being a greater societal force during Reconstruction, teachers focused on
conversion of their students if they were evangelical or teachers emphasized character
reform if they took a less dogmatic approach while maintaining an emphasis on moral
instruction. Though paternalism ran throughout their efforts, religion, nevertheless, was a
common value between northern Whites and southern Blacks, even though there were
different cultural interpretations of Christianity.
In 1964 teachers again made connections to the African American community based
on what was familiar to them. Three examples illustrate the point that what one brings to a
different cultural context can be the entry point for potential relationships. Sonya, the only
teacher who identified Christian teaching as a motivating force for her going to MI, said she
learned most about Black culture in the South by understanding the role of the Black
minister. When she taught in Prince Edward County the summer before, she was amazed
at the attention ministers received from the women in the congregation, and her impression
of the minister’s role was quite limited. Not until Mississippi did she learn to appreciate
the minister as a spiritual force in the community. Equally important to Sonya’s experience
was her latent feminism. She was the only teacher interviewed who talked about feminist
views before she went to Mississippi, though she did not label them as such. Harkening

249

back to her high school years, she commented on how her physical education teachers
taught her to be strong as a woman and “not to be a victim.” Likewise in Mississippi, she
acquired great respect for the local Black women, especially Mrs. Jackson and Mrs. Gray,
whom she saw as anything but victims. Mrs. Gray was an activist challenging the
oppression around her. Sonya herself challenged a northern Black teacher who was in the
leadership role for her Freedom School just as she challenged her White male department
head in New York City. There is great consistency in the expression of her values in the
North and the connections she made in Mississippi. Where she made connections as a
religious White woman with southern Black women, she also maintained her gender
autonomy by challenging both White and Black men, North and South when she saw fit.
While Sonya learned to appreciate the differences among Black women and
between Black and White women, Peg’s narrative is an example of how connections
between Black and White women grew out of shared experience. Being a mother and a
gardener, Peg formed affectionate bonds with the Black women in Mississippi with whom
she lived by sharing parenting stories, gardening and canning.
Gail offers another example of connecting across cultures from a point of
familiarity. As a child, her uncle had taught her to love jazz; thus, her first learning about
Black people was positive in her exposure to Black musicians, in her learning that their
musicianship was different than Whites, and that this difference was valued by her uncle.
When she went to Mississippi, she reported connecting to Black people through music in
the church, through the rhyming games of the children, and through countless hours sitting
on front porches where she listened to the local blues singers.
What these anecdotes illustrate is that when preparing teachers to enter into another
cultural context, the experiences must be broad enough so people can find their entry points
and build on them to work together. Seeing commonality and people’s strengths is a
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foundation for working with people and not for them. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that
most of these connections occurred for White people from being involved beyond the
classroom in the Black community.
One conclusion which I draw from this study is that Whites need to leave the
comfort of their own communities and culture in order to make connections with their
students of color in the context of their family and community life. Bob Moses and Charles
Cobb, two of the leaders in Freedom Summer, have reached the same conclusion from
their current work in schools: “I think you have got to go where the kids are. And that
place is different from the place where teachers have been taught to be” (Moses & Cobb,
2001, p. 117).
Direct contact in local communities has the potential to challenge racist stereotypes
which teachers have been taught. While it may be safe to assume that the White teachers
who went south after the Civil War had not had much experience teaching Black students,
ten of the twelve Freedom School teachers had taught in integrated schools before they
went to Mississippi. Even so, they still carried with them stereotypes which were shattered
in Mississippi where they saw kids and met families in the context of their homes, church
and neighborhoods. From this contact and experience they learned to vary their teaching
strategies and broaden their curricula to include the experiences of African Americans and
civil rights. They also made stronger connections to kids and parents by appreciating them
and advocating for them.
White teachers today would likewise benefit from experiential, cultural learning as a
way to begin to counteract the stereotypes of marginalized groups, break through the
teachers’ ignorance of others, and become more aware of their own cultural values and
norms. As was evident in the 1860s and 1960s, learning about others, even risking one’s
own life, did not automatically erase years of socialization into racist thought and action
that comes with conferred dominance. Concrete effort to unlearn racism must also be part
of the work.
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One lesson from the civil rights movement which many of the Freedom School
teachers took seriously was for Whites to work on racism with other Whites. While there
is important work for Whites to do together to challenge racism and to take the burden off
people of color to educate Whites about it, there is also a dilemma. Once Whites separate
from Blacks, there is the danger of efforts becoming less radical (Aptheker, 1982).
Historically, this pattern occurred in the women’s movement in both centuries. While
White women’s activism on behalf of racial justice led to the women’s movement, the
women’s movement did not maintain a commitment to racial equality in general and to the
experiences of women of color in particular. Rather, White women focused on the needs
of White women only. Similarly, when White AMA teachers moved into missionary
homes to live, they often enforced social norms that discouraged White teachers from
having contact with Black students and families outside of school. In the field of education
today, a parallel observation of White people’s lesser commitment to racial justice might be
how multicultural education has changed over time. Multicultural education, as it grew out
of the civil rights movement, was a radical movement. Currently, multicultural education
has become part of the academic lexicon in education and it has become institutionalized
through college courses. However, one semester courses are not having a radical impact on
White teachers and on reform efforts, most of which are in the control of White educators
and politicians. Children of color continue to be underserved (Delpit, 1995; Nieto, 1996;
Banks, 2001).
Today, Bob Moses describes the education of Black students as “sharecropper
education.” He takes a civil rights approach to remedy the situation:
Everyone said sharecroppers didn’t want to vote. If wasn’t until we
got them demanding to vote that we got attention. Today, when kids
are falling wholesale through the cracks, people say they don’t want to
learn. We have to get the kids themselves to demand what everyone
says they don’t want (Moses & Cobb, 2001).
With the teaching force being predominantly White, it stands to reason that White teachers
need to join together with Black educators and activists to help organize students of color to

252

make the demands that Mississippi youth did in 1964 through the Mississippi Student
Union. It remains to be seen, however, if White educators will be any better at following
Black leadership than most were in the 1860s and the 1960s.
While systemic change is essential, systems move slowly. White teachers today, as
in the 1860s and 1960s, can still make a difference on a small scale. In the 1860s the
White teachers in my cohort did form strong bonds with Black students and Black families
in the South, and these teachers did contribute to the academic growth and development of
many students. In the 1964 cohort, though their contributions to the Freedom School
students remains unclear, the teachers did return to their northern schools able to make
more authentic connections with their Black students and families and thus support their
learning more effectively. However, without a movement or some form of group support,
individual efforts remain limited. In addition, a focus only on individual effort can prevent
a gathering of the collective force that history shows us is needed to make systemic change.
In both the 1860s and 1960s it was the number of northern Whites that put pressure on the
southern system. A critical mass was essential.
What are the consequences for White teachers to challenge racism in their
classrooms and in their schools and commit to educational equity? In the 1960s, some
teachers got fired for applying the pedagogy of the Freedom Schools in their northern
classes. Four of the teachers from my 1964 cohort experienced significant personal stress
after being immersed in the Black movement. Thus, there are consequences that can range
from emotional instability, hopefully short-term, and family isolation to professional
insecurity. So why would White teachers take on this enormous challenge?
In the 1860s and the 1960s, the White women teachers who made a commitment to
go South to support the education of African Americans did so because their values
instructed them to act. Historical context also played its part. In the 1860s options for
independent women were limited; going South provided new opportunities for women not
available in the North. Slavery had been the nation’s sin, and women teachers could help
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atone for that sin and earn themselves salvation as well. In the 1960s the northern White
women teachers who went South acted on deeply held values within narrow role
definitions for White women as teachers. It is worth noting that many of the White college
women felt their opportunities for such decisions would soon disappear after college and
within marriage (McAdam, 1988), the expected norm at that time. While the professional
teachers in this study had experienced the narrow role definition for women as teachers
and/or mothers, they proceeded to step outside the prescribed roles when they went to
Mississippi.
For many of these teachers the media’s portrayal of the injustice rampant
throughout the South had an impact on their decision. Like slavery and the Civil War, evil
was visible in segregation and violence on TV made evil visible. Today there is no shared
understanding of a comparable national crisis in which teachers could be inspired to act on
deeply held values of justice and fairness. Furthermore, what local support is there for
White educators to sustain themselves while “going out to fight the dragon?” Unlike the
1860s, the challenge to the status quo that happened in the 1960s came from a southern
youth movement with Black leadership. That southern movement became a national
movement that drew northerners into it partly because of the media. Today, there is neither
a national movement nor extensive media coverage that portrays the systemic oppression of
marginalized groups. A stronger, organized movement needs to replicate the radical stance
of SNCC that brought about systemic change.
Who are the teachers who would join such a movement? The history revealed in
this study shows that the teachers had a personal identification with democratic ideals of
equality and a passionate if not religious commitment to fairness and/or social justice. Most
of them acted on their values in the context of group support. Combined with cultural
learning and an analysis of oppression, the Freedom School teachers returned North with a
renewed commitment to challenge racism in their schools and in their communities.
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APPENDIX A

LETTER FOR PARTICIPATION IN THE STUDY

June 1999
Dear
I am a doctoral candidate in Social Justice Education at the University of Mass/Amherst. I
am also an assistant professor in the School of Education at Lesley College in Cambridge,
MA, with a commitment to the preparation of pre-service teachers and the development of
in-service professionals. For the purpose of this study, it may also interest you to know I
was a Peace Corps Volunteer during the late 1960s, shortly after you were a volunteer in
Mississippi.
I am interested in the experience of the small cohort of professional teachers who taught in
the Freedom Schools in Mississippi in the summer of 1964. Specifically I am interested in
studying what impact the summer experience had on your classroom practice and
subsequent professional development. Because this study will be of interest to other
professional teachers, I anticipate editing my dissertation for publication.
Participants in this study have the right to withdraw from part or all of the study at any
time. I plan to conduct two interviews and will provide you with transcripts for your
review. In addition, at the outset I want to know if you prefer to participate anonymously.
If so, I will use pseudonyms in my dissertation and a code for each tape and transcript to
ensure against any tangible materials being identified.
As a sign of your willingness to participate in this study, please return the enclosed consent
form in the self-addressed, stamped envelope provided.
Sincerely,

Judith C. Hudson
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APPENDIX B

CONSENT FORM
STUDY OF FREEDOM SCHOOL TEACHERS
IN MISSISSIPPI IN 1964

Consent for Voluntary Participation in the Overview study

I volunteer to participate in this qualitative study and understand that:
1. I will be interviewed by Judith Hudson using a guided interview format consisting of
six questions. I understand a follow-up interview may be requested.
2. The questions I will be answering address my teaching experiences before going to
Mississippi, while in Mississippi and after teaching there in the summer of 1964. I
understand that the primary purpose of this research is to identify the impact of the
Mississippi experience on my professional development once I returned to the North.
3. The interview will be tape recorded to facilitate analysis of the data.
4. Due to the historical significance of the data being collected, I understand that interviews
need to be verifiable; however, I also understand that at any time I can choose to speak off
the record and not for attribution. The tape will note such segments accordingly. If that
information becomes important to the study, I understand I will be asked for permission to
use it anonymously, but I have the final say on whether or not such information will be
included in the study. Additionally I understand I can choose to have a pseudonym used in
the public presentation of information from my interview.
5. I may withdraw from part or all of this study at any time.
6. I have the right to review material prior to the final dissertation draft or other
publication.
7. I understand that results from this survey will be included in Judith Hudson’s doctoral
dissertation and may also be included in manuscripts submitted to professional journals for
publication.
8. I am free to participate or not to participate without prejudice.

Researcher’s Signature

Date

Participant’s Signature

Date

APPENDIX C

INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE

Study of Mississippi Freedom School Teachers. Summer 1964

1. Before you went to Mississippi, how did you think about teaching and the teacher’s
role?
What prior experience and interaction did you have with Black families and Black
communities?
What prior experience did you have with social activism?
What motivated you to go to Mississippi to teach?
2. What was your role as a teacher in Mississippi?
To what extent did you use the curriculum provided? (citizenship curriculum, African
American history, movement history, Mississippi history)
What challenges did you face in teaching this material?
What pedagogical strategies were effective?
What contribution do you think you made?
3. Describe your experience living in the community. Describe your relationship with
Black teachers/co-workers and with the Black community in Mississippi.
4. What sustained you?
5. What challenges and new learnings came from teaching in Mississippi?
To what degree did Black people set the agenda? Did you set the agenda?
How did your understanding of the issues change? your commitment change? your
understanding of yourself and of others?
What do you wish you had known before you went to Mississippi?
6. What happened when you returned to the North? What long-term impact did these
experiences have on your personal and professional development?
What can White women teachers today learn from the experiences of White women in
Mississippi about teaching in interracial situations? about the interactions of White teachers
and Black colleagues?
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